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CHAPI'ER I
PRELIMINARY CONSIDERATIONS
This study was undertaken as an attempt to evaluate and possibly
correct some recent interpretations of Christ's person and work.

Much

of theology today has left the impression that Christianity is just
another agency of good will to fight against social, political and economic injustice in the world.

Accordingly, the motive behind much of

contemporary theological discussions has been to challenge the church to
join in what is often called the "humanization" of man.
It is our position that Christology occupies the pivotal position in any facet of Christian theology.

In fact, it performs normative

Consequently Christian theology

functions for the rest of theology.

hinges on the proper understanding of Christology.

We maintain that an

inadequate appreciation of Christ's person and work is at the root of
the theological defections which we mentioned above.
There are perhaps two major misconceptions in the Christology
of today.

One body of teaching assumes that a "Christ-Principle" is

present in all religions, and therefore it is not necessary to verbalize
the New Testament gospel in all situations.

The second is a secular-

ized version of theology which interprets Christ as "the man for
others," "the New Humanity" and "the Liberator."

l

2
Is there a Scriptural solution to the problems raised thus far?
Are the propositions articulated in the New Testament sufficient for a
thorough understanding and appreciation of God's concern for His creation?

What are the implications of the Christ-event for our present-

day existence as individuals and as Church?

These questions should find

their answers in our study of the Cosmic Christ as revealed in Paul's
letter to the Colossians.
This study has two focal points.
historical context of the research.

The first is to establish the

For this purpose we will center

attention on the Christological issues in contemporary theological
thinking as well as in some recent official church pronouncements.
These analyses will indicate that a growing indifference to taking the
incarnation of Jesus Christ seriously is the greatest danger in theology
today,
A detailed exposition of all the pertinent statements is not
within the scope of the present study,

For the sake of convenience in

the second chapter we will present the Christological viewpoints of some
selected theologians.

With a view to understanding the influence of

these approaches to Christology in the life of the church we will examine the teachings of the World Council of Churches and the Roman Catholic Church since the Second Vatican Council.
The second point on which this study will focus is to propose
a Scriptural solution by which the issues raised thus far may be evaluated and corrected.

For that purpose, we will provide an analysis and

a synthesis of the great Christology of Paul's letter to the Colossians.
We will deal specifically and only with Colossians since it contains a

3
"description in verses few

but almost intolerably weighty of Christ and

of his position in relation to the universe and the church."l
In the third chapter we will deal with the historical setting of
the epistle to Colossians and analyze the key Christological statements
in the letter.

By way of procedure we will deal with the apostle's

background in Judaism and also try to understand the nature of the Colassian heresy.

Then we will proceed to conduct an exposition of Paul's

description of Christ as Lord of all creation and head of the church.
In the chapter on a synthesis of Colossians 1:15-20 we will in-"
dicate that Christ is the source, the means of existence, and the goal
of everything that has been created.

We will also attempt to show that

the church has a unique place in all of creation, and that, therefore,
it is not just another agency busy with spreading a secular kind of good
will.

In the church the great mystery of God's eternal plan of salva-

tion is revealed as the gospel is proclaimed and the forgiveness of sins
is received.
These two focal points of our study, it is hoped, will merge into one in the fifth chapter, where we will test the conclusions of the
second chapter against those of the third and fourth chapters.

For

that purpose we will briefly discuss some current ideologies such as
secularization, humanization, the theology of liberation and indigenization which govern much of contemporary theological thinking.

Then we

will work toward a positive statement of the identity of Jesus Christ

1c. F. D. Maule,
The Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Colossians and to Philemon (Cambridge: University Press, 1957), p. 24.
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and his work of redemption.

We will also analyze the biblical concept

of the kingdom of God because that is the umbrella concept with which
much of contemporary theology and ideology work.
With these ideas as background, we have then developed the theme
of the cosmic Christ.

This study is conducted on the conviction that it

will help in a small way to combat also the present-day teaching of universalism which plagues particularly the so-called "Third World Theology."

The task of the theologian is to narrate the mighty acts of God

in Christ.

Jesus Christ is the means by which God chose to reconcile

the world unto Himself.

It was through his cross and resurrection that

God conquered sin and its consequences once and for all.
Itiis our position that the New Testament does not describe
Jesus as the qringer of a hew humanism.

Rather, in the sacred writings

we meet the pre-existant Son of God who became flesh to redeem humanity
from eternal damnation.
dual in baptism by faith.

This redemption is appropriated to the indiviHe must always remember that it is God who

saves man.
We will note that there are few clean choices left in theology
today.

The very foundation of Christian theology is being destroyed as

the person and work of Jesus Christ are vehemently attacked by way of
distortion and misrepresentation.

We contend that the formulation of

wrong Christologies which we shall attempt to evaluate and correct in
this study is the result of an incorrect understanding of sin, salvation
and the church.
The present study does not deal with the Christological viewpoints of "process theology," "black theology" or "the theology of hope."

5
These items merit separate studies in and of themselves.

Furthermore ,

recent interpretat ions of sin and of salvation may be explored as independent areas of research.

Much work needs to be done on the specific

question of the relationshi p between philosophy and theology as these
apply to Christology .

Attention must be given also to the difficult

task of setting some Scripture-b ased criteria for comparing different
religions of the world.

It is hoped that such studies will in some

small way help to solve the present day confusion of God's revelation
and His unique act of redemption in Christ.

CHAPTER II
SOME ISSUES IN CONTEMPORARY CHRISTOLOGY
In the present chapter we shall describe the context in which
our study is undertaken.

In surveying some key issues pertaining to

Christology in the modern era, we intend to highlight the salient points
relating to the ChristologiJcal issue in the writings of important theologians and in some official church pronouncements.
A detailed exposition of all the related statements is not within the scope of this work.

For convenience sake, we divide this chap-

ter into six brief sections, beginning with an evaluation of the
approach to Christology by Herman Samuel Reimarus, Gotthold Lessing,
Martin Kahler, Albert Schweitzer and Rudolf Bultmann.

Using these find-

ings as background, we proceed in the next two sections to examine the
Christology of two representative theologians of our own time, namely,
Paul Tillich and Teilhard de Chardin.
Since the danger of syncreticism, which leads to universalism,
is manifestly evident in present-day attempts to engage in "dialogue"
with other religions, an exposition of such dangers will be made as we
study the so-called "unknown Christ" and "acknowledged Christ" in the
Indian cultural context.
We will also provide an evaluation of the Christological interpretations of the World Council of Churches particularly as they are

6
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developed for the Third World.

We find this expedient because of the

conscious effort to exhort the church to engage in social regeneration
and in the struggle against existing power structures.
Finally, we shall attempt an interpretation of the post-Vatican
II understanding of the person and work of Jesus Christ in the Roman
Catholic Church with special reference to the declarations of the present pontiff.

Together with this we shall also analyze the Christology

of Hans Kueng and Edward Schillebeeckx, both of whom maintain that Jesus
was an "extraordinary man," and that He is God by "being man in a
special way."
Brief Survey of the Christological Issues
From Reimarus to Bultmann
The following theologians have been selected because, each in
his own way, they represent the modern attitude of skepticism about the
historical facts concerning Jesus.

Also, all of them were confronted

by the predicament that the Christian religion is filled with numerous
apparent contrarities.

They did not hesitate to designate the earthly

ministry of Jesus as a failure.

We shall briefly refer to some of their

conclusions as they relate to Jesus' person and work.
Hermann Samuel Reimarus (1694-1768)
Born in Hamburg as the grandson of a Lutheran pastor and raised
as the son of a student of theology, H. S. Reimarus, at a very early
age, rose to the fame of an accomplished philosopher-theologian in the
Wittenberg faculty.

Heavily influenced by the effects of the German

Aufklarung and its attempt to secularize every aspect of human life and
thought, the young professor was deeply involved in the struggle between

8
reason and revelation, only to let the former engulf the latter.

His

attempts at transforming the content of biblical revelation into rational truth ended in failure. 1
Reimarus concluded that the origins of Christianity were based
on some fraud propagated by the apostles.

He interpreted Jesus in the

deistic way, as one who conformed to the principle of natural religion,
which, as a cult, kept its symbols and practices as the possession
strictly of its followers.

Jesus exhorted people with certain moral

teachings and duties to improve the nature of man.

He not only taught

new mysteries, but he "considered the goal of all his work as a teacher
to be repentance and the preaching of an upright, active character." 2
According to Reimarus, Jesus is God's Son in the sense in which
David, Solomon and the people of Israel were sons of God.3

Further, the

historical Jesus was a zealot in his ideology, who tried to influence
Judaism with revolutionary ideas.

With a view to winning the support

of the masses for ushering in the Messianic age of Jewish expectations,
J .esus gathered the twelve and sent them out to promulgate a kingdom of
l

For a summary of biographical information and a list of major
works by Reimarus several volumes are available in English such as
Charles Voysey, trans., Fra ments from Reimarus (London and Edinburgh:
Williams and N.orga te, 1879 ; Ralph S. Fraser, trans., Reimarus: Fragments, ed. by Charles H. Talbert, Lives of Jesus Series (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1970); and H. S. Reimarus, The Goal of Jesus and His
Disciples, introduction and trans. by George Wesley Buchanan (Leiden:
E. J. Brill, 1970).
.
2

H. S. Reimarus, "Concerning the Intention of Jesus and His
Teaching" in Reimarus: Fragments, p. 72.
3Ibid., pp. 86-87.
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heaven.

4

The public preaching of Jesus and his parables were all

directed towards achieving this end.
Reimarus conjectured that Jesus counted on the people of Israel
to proclaim him king.

His cousin, John the Baptizer, had already an-

nounced him as such.

This announcement was followed by the triumphal

entry of Jesus into Jerusalem with the company of disciples and the
multitude.

However, the effort to inaugurate a worldly kingdom ended

in tragedy, which was echoed at his crucifixion as he cried out against
his wish, "My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?"

This confession

"can hardly be otherwise interpreted than that God had not helped him
to carry out his intention in attaining his object as he had hoped he
would have done."5
The story of Jesus' resurrection and ascension was made up by
the disciples, according to Reimarus.

They did this on the basis of the

Jewish expectation of a twofold coming of the Messiah.

The disciples

speedily got rid of the body of Jesus and, after fifty days of silence,
began to tell everyone that Jesus would return the same way as he had
left the world.

The Christian community was built up in that way anti-

cipating the return of the Messiah.
In Reimarus we see the frustration of a rationalist to understand
the truth-claims of the Christian faith.

His attempt was destined to

to fail because Jesus did not intend to be a political revolutionary.
Remairus ignored the biblical context of Jesus' mission since his sole

4

Ibid., p. 137.

5Ibid., p. 150.
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aim was to get back via historical methodology to Jesus of Nazareth.
This Jesus, in the reasoning of Reimarus, could not be the same as the
one proclaimed by the church.
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing

(1729-1781)

The major works of Reimarus enjoyed only private circulation
during his lifetime for fear that they would ruin the reputation of the
family.

But after his death they were published by Lessing under the

title of Wolfenbuttel Fragments

(1774-1778).

Lessing is known to the world more as a critic, poet and
dramatist than as a theologian.
appellation

"theologian\~'e' 6

In fact he explicitly rejected the

We include him in our survey principally

because he promoted the ideas of Reimarus and set the stage for a purely
philosophical approach to Christology in the centuries which followed.
From Reimarus Lessing gained the incentive to take a fresh look at the
problem of the relation between the historical origins of Christianity
and the truth-claims of the Christian faith.?
According to Lessing the questionable historicity of the biblical
narratives cannot jeopardize the facticity of the resurrection.

For him

6Henry E. Allison,
Lessing and the ·Enlightenment (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 1966), p. 164. For a biography of Less-

ing, see H. B. Garland, Lessing: The Founder of Modern German Literature
(London: Macmillan & Co., 1962).

7Allison, pp. 83, 96.

ll
the Christian faith existed even before the biblical writers gave it
literary form.

8

Lessing pioneered the idea of abandoning the supernatural inspiration of Scripture.
classic.

He read the Bible just as he would read any

Unlike Reimarus whose search for the historical Jesus ended in

admitted failure, Lessing wanted to begin his work with a free and critical evaluation of the sources of the life of Jesus, namely, the
Gospels. 9

He admired the privilege simply to pursue truth rather than

gaining possession of it.

While granting that the absolute truth is

God and with God, Lessing taught that man should experience his evergrowing perfection through his constant search for truth.

10

Lessing claimed to have discovered, in his own way, the rational
content of the Christian religion.

He understood the miracles recorded

by the evangelists to have occurred and to have been helpful to the
people of the first century, except that they are of no binding significance to the modern man.

"But since the truth of these miracles has

completely ceased to be demonstrable by miracles still happening now,"
Lessing denied that they could and should bind him "to the very least
faith in the other teachings of Christ."

11

Thus we see that the presuppositions with which Lessing attempted
to do theology were not far removed from those of Reimarus.

While the

latter considered the life of Jesus a failure, the former concluded
8

Henry Chadwick, Lessing's Theological Writings, Selections in
Translation (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1956), pp. 17-18.
9Ibid., pp. 21-25.

10

Ibid., pp. 42-44.

11
Ibid., p. 55.
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that, although the truth claims of the Christian religion are not
verifiable, they were shaped and are manifested in history.

The dis-

tinction which Lessing tried to draw between the "historical" and the
"religious" in Christianity prepared the ground for further theological
discussion in the following century.
Martin Kahler (1835-1912)
The contribution of Martin Kahler to the issues in modern
Christology is epoch-making.

His approach to rediscovering the message

of the New Testament was based on his command of the philosophies of
Kant, Schelling and Hegel.

Educated under F. C. Bauer in Tubingen,

Kahler concluded that the basis of Christian faith was not the Jesus of
various historical reconstructions, but the Christ preached by the
apostles.

The gospels, he believed are passion narratives with long

introductions, and therefore are not biographies of the crucified
one.

12
As the title of his famous book indicates, Kahler saw the need

to distinguish between Jesus and the Christ.

In his opinion, the his-

torical (historisch) Jesus, whose life on earth we are able to narrate
factually and objectively, and the historic (geschichtlich) Christ
who left a significant and meaningful image in history are two different
issues, even though they may stand in continuity and even identify with
each other.
12
Martin Kahler, The So-Called Historical Jesus and the Historic,
Biblical Christ, trans. by Carl E. Braaten (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1964).

lJ
Kahler saw danger in ascertaining a purely historical basis for
the Christian religion.
lativism.

That would confine the faith in historical re-

Instead, he maintained that the very essence of the faith was

its relationship to a revelation of God in history; and the foundation
of this faith was the biblical and historic Christ revealed in the New
Testament. 1

3

In Kahler's point of view, any attempt to reconstruct a biography of Jesus is a lost cause.

There are no reliable and adequate

sources to make possible an investigation which can measure up to the
standards of modern historiography.

Moreover, the obvious differences

between the Synoptics and the Fourth Gospel diminish the apparent
trustworthiness of the account of eyewitnesses.

Since the New Testa-

ment does not provide adequate biographical information about Jesus,
one is bound to "use as a means of research the principle of analogy
with other human events - thus contradicting the whole tenor of the
Gospel portrayals of Jesus." 14
In the final analysis, according to Kahler, the real Christ is
the Christ proclaimed and believed on.

The seeming success of Jesus

lay in his ability to influence his disciples and implant in them the
conviction to believe in him.

The disciples confessed this new-found

faith which established and solidified the Christian community through·
the centuries.
preached."

Therefore, the "real Christ is the Christ who is

"The Christ who is preached, howeverJis precisely the Christ

lJMatthew Black, A Surve of Christolo ical
(Edinburgh: The Saint Andrew Press, 1972

14Kahler,
..

p.

52.

14
of faith."l5
confession.

Consequently, any discussion about Christ must remain a
This was the motive behind the composition of the Gospels

too, since they evolved as "kerygmatic" Gospels "procla:tming" or "heralding" Jesus as the redeemer.
In his attempts to propagate an emphasis on extra-historical
considerations Kahler occupies the middle position between Reimarus and
R. Bultmann.
concern.

16

The relationship between faith and history was Kahler's

The historical Jesus did not impress Kahler because he was

sure that the Christ of faith could not be validated by historical
methodology.
Albert .Schweitzer (1876-1965)
Schweitzer's name is well-known to the world as an accomplished
musician, theologian and medical doctor.

As a theologian Schweitzer

opened a new chapter in modern theology by suggesing the idea of
"thoroughgoing eschatology."

His greatest contribution to modern scho-

larship is his research on the "Life of Jesus" which first appeared in
1
1906 and was revised seven years later. 7
l5Ibid., p. 66.
16
For the views of Bultmann on Christ, see p. 17.
l7The first edition of Albert Schweitzer's Von Reimarus zu Wrede
Eine Geschichte der Leben-Jesu-forschung was translated into English by
W. Montgomery with a more interpretive title The Quest of the Historical
Jesus: A Critical Study of Its Progress from Reimarus to Wrede (New
York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1975). The second edition appeared
with a different title Geschichte der Leben-Jesus-Forschung, 1913.

15
Schweitzer devoted this work to a survey of the critical investigations into the life of Jesus by different authors.

Finding all

those investigations inadequate, he concluded that the rediscovery of
the historical Jesus was simply impossible.

Therefore, in his opinion

following the example of the apostle Paul, we should not desire to know
Christ "after the flesh."

On the other hand, we must understand Jesus

as a "spiritual power in the present," and "be prepared to find that
the historical knowledge of the personality and life of Jesus will not
1118
. .
b e a he 1 p, b u t perhaps even an off ense t o re 1 lglon.
Following the position of Reimarus, Schweitzer maintained that
Jesus did not explain to his contemporaries what he meant by the expression "kingdom of God. "l9

There was no need for an explanation since

Jesus was speaking to a Jewish audience.
required to understand his

~essage

That being the case, we are

of the kingdom in the Jewish sense.

The plot that Jesus would be the ruler of this kingdom was kept a
secret, known only to him and his disciples.
However, this plot met with failure because Peter confessed it
to the Twelve and Judas stealthily told it to the High Priest.
Jesus himself admitted the charge.

20

Finally,

As Stephen Neill surmises,

Schweitzer implies that "from start to finish Jesus had been mistaken
about himself, about his proclamation, and about the-!_Jpurpose of God 18
Schweitzer, Quest, pp. 4oo:4ol.
19Ibid., p. 17.
20
Ibid., pp. 394-97.

16
and was great enough to face with unclouded consciousness the realization of his mistake."

21

It is along these lines that Schweitzer developed the concept of
"thoroughgoing eschatology."

22 According to this theory, Jesus con-

ceived of himself as the Son of Man who would come on the clouds of
heaven to establish the kingdom of God on earth.

Jesus had come anti-

cipating that the people of his time were living in the last hour of
the world.

Moreover, he considered himself to be instrumental in bring-

ing about the end of the present order of things, whereby the kingdom
2
of God would be established on earth. But Jesus was mi.staken. 3
In a word, Schweitzer, in part, followed Kahler's line of thought
and insisted that history can neither prove nor disprove the facticity
of Jesus.

Unlike the Jesus presented in the Gospels, Jesus Christ is a

spiritual power in the present and we must appropriate him through personal experience.

21Stephen Neill, The Interpretation of the New Testament 18611961 (London: Oxford University Press, 1964), p. 198.
22The term konseguente eschatologie ("consistent" or "thoroughgoing" eschatology) is used by Johannes Weiss also in his book Jesus'
Proclamation of the Kingdom of God (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971).
However, while Schweitzer uses the expression to denote the whole public
work of Jesus, Weiss relates it only to the preaching of Jesus. p. Jl.
ZJSchweitzer, The Quest, p. 337. Also see Neill, p. 195-98.
out that Schweitzer was mistaken to use the term "eschatpoints
Neill
is described in the Gospel as "apocalyptic." Neill
what
for
ology"
as "that which has to do with the last things; and
eschatology
defines
things are death, resurrection, judgment, and
last
the
traditionally
eternal life."

17
Rudolf Bultman n (1884-1976)
The contribu tion of Bultman n to New Testame nt scholars hip marks
the summit of the modern quests for the historic al Jesus.

Bultman n con-

eluded that a scienti fic discove ry of the life of Jesus is impossib le
since the New Testame nt documen ts provide only a "mythol ogical" picture of Jesus of Nazareth .

In fact, it is not his concern to investi-

gate the historic ity of Jesus.

Instead, he emphasi zes the signific ance

of the "Christ event," as one which the modern man must appropr iate for
himself existen tially.
Bultman n uses the word "mytholo gy" in the sense of an "imagery
to express the otherwo rldly in terms of this world and the divine in
terms of human life.

It is a mode of express ion which makes it easy to

understa nd the cultus as an action in which materia l means are used to
convey immater ial power."

24

The New Testame nt writers resort to the

language of myth in order to convey the meaning of existenc e intelligently.
Admitte dly, Bultman n•s theology was influenc ed by his Marburg
colleagu e, the existen tialist philosop her Martin Heidegg er.

Bultman n

operated on the premise that the New Testame nt presents the message of
Jesus in the language of mytholog y.

Accordi ngly, for the modern man to

accept that message in its literal form would require a "sacrifi ce of
"It would mean acceptin g a view of the world in our
2
faith and religion which we should deny in our everyday life." 5
the intellec t."

24Rudolf Bultman n, "New Testame nt and Mytholog y" in Kerygma and
Myth, ed. by H. W. Bartsch (New York: Harper & Row, 1961), p. 10, n. 2.

25Ibid,,

p.

4.
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Therefore, according to Bultmann, theology must engage in the task of
"demythologizing" the message of the Bible, namely, that of "stripping
the kerygma from its mythological framework."

26

For the above reasons Bultmann appears to be very skeptical
about the historical person of Christ.

According to him we know very

little history about the life and person of Jesus.

What we have in the

New Testament is an account "which was mythologized from the very be2
ginnings of earliest Christianity." 7

At the same time, however,

unlike Kahler, who distinguished between the Jesus of history and the
Christ of faith as subjects of investigation, Bultmann grants that Jesus
was a figure of history whose life ended in the tragedy of the cruciMoreover, Bultmann recognized that "the New Testament claims

fixion.

that this Jesus of history, whose father and mother were well-known
28
is at the same time the pre-existent Son of God."
Bultmann contends that the Christ of the New Testament is the
Christ of the Kerygma, that is, the Christ who was and is proclaimed.
At the time of his earthly ministry "the proclaimed was at the same time
29
present as the proclaimer."

Also, proclamation must be continued even

into the future since a "salvation-occurrence is nowhere present except
26

Ibid. , p. 3.

2

7R. Bultmann, Jesus Christ and Mythology (New York: Charles
Scribners' Sons, 1958), p. 16.
28
2

Bul tmann, "New Testament and

Mythology~:',' p.

34.

9Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 2 vols.,
trans. by K. Grabel (New York: Charles Scribners, 1951), 1:33.
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in the proclaiming, accosting, demanding and promising Word of preaching."30

Accordingly, a salvation-occurrence continues to take place in

the proclamation of the Word.
What Bultmann observes as salvation-occurrence is the event of
Jesus' crucifixion.

Modern man is able to undersand the significance

of the crucifixion only when he listens to what God tells him today
through that event.

Moreover, the crucifixion of Christ (or his incar-

nation or resurrection) is an event which is not limited to the past.
It is implanted in each individual as he is confronted by the kerygma
which in turn creates in him an existential self-awareness.3l
In short, Bultmann emphasizes the kerygma of and ·about Jesus so
much so that the historical Jesus is not of much significance to him.
The person and work of the Jesus of Nazareth are but a sign for future
generations, calling for a personal decision.
person "embodies the demand for a decision. • •
to decision."3Z

In fact, Jesus in his
He is the summons

Thus Christ is the means by which God chose to speak

to the inner being of man.
By way of the above considerations Bultmann developed an eschatology of his own.

It is characterized by his adoration of the modern

man and his reverence of the present.

For, as Bultmann concludes, "the

meaning of history lies always in the present," and "in every moment
slumbers the possibility of being the eKchatalogical moment.
JOibid., p. 302.
Jlibid., p. 303.
32

Ibid., p. 8.

You must
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awaken it."JJ

The Jesus of history lived his life with an eschatologi-

cal awareness of the future, although he could not see the end of the
world.

Modern man must live in similar awareness, even if he knows full

well that the end of the world does not lie just ahead.
In this section we have made a brief survey of several approaches to issues in Christology during the last two centuries.

Ob-

viously, these approaches came as the result of a radical shift from the
traditionally acknowledged norms of Christian theological thinking to
the critical considerations aroused by the Enlightenme111it.

Each theo-

logian drew his own conclusions in attempting to rephrase Christology
on the basis of his specific presuppositions.

These conclusions led to

further issues which we shall now discuss.
The Protean Christology of Paul J. Tillich
In Paul Tillich we encounter a typical representative of modern
dialectical theology.

Dialectical theology is originally intent on de-

manding a faith relationship between man and God; for, as it maintains,
man's attempts to reason out the mysteries of God end in failure.
Tillich, however, maintained that "the tools of theology are rational,
dialectical, and paradoxical:

they are not mysterious in speaking of

the divine mystery."J 4
JJRudolf Bultmann, History and Eschatology:
Eternity (New York: Harper & Row, 1957), p. 155.

the Presence of

J 4Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, J vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1957), 2:91. (Hereafter this will be abbreV:iated "S.T."). Volume l appeared in 1953 and Volume J in 1961.
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According to Tillich, "doing theology" requires a "method of
correlation" and, therefore, the successful theologian must employ both
theology and philosophy as his tools.35

A student of Martin Kahler and

a colleague of Martin Heidegger, Tillich was deeply influenced by existentialism.

Against this background Tillich maintained that the theo-

logian must be committed to the task of addressing himself to the concrete situation of modern man.

His own attempts to solve the issues of

human life resulted in a "system" which is more philosophical than
theological.
For Tillich God is the ultimate reality.

He is "Being Itself,"

or the "Ground of Being."

This "Ground of Bei;nef is manifested in the

36
person of Jesus Christ.

Christ is a symbol which is used to express

an aspect of the Christian understanding of revelation.

The Christian

community considers this revelation as normative and final.

Symbol and

myth must be understood as the language of religion.
Tillich's treatment of the person and work of Christ is methodologically not different from any other part of his system.

He prepares

the ground for Christology by establishing his own doctrine of the
Trinity.

Even here Tillich apparently formulates a "theology from

below, " when he says,
The questions arising out of man's finitude are answered by the
doctrine of God and the symbols used in it. The questions arising
out of man's estrangement are answered by the doctrine of Christ
and the symbols applied to it. The questions arising out of the
ambiguities of life are answered by the doctrine of the Spirit and
its symbols.37
35Ibid., l: l-67.

6
3 Ibid., 3:285.

37Ibid., 3:286.
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Jesus appeared in the world as the New Being.

His appearance

was necessitated by man's existential estrangement; for when man becomes
aware of this estrangement he begins to experience his finitude and is
led to despair.

A man who exists is, by definition, estranged from the

Ground of Being, from other beings and from himself, because God is more
than essence and existence •.3

8 The coming of Christ disclosed the "es-

sential God-manhood," which is the ideal for mankind.
Tillich defines essential God-manhood by saying that "there is
one man in whom God found his image undistorted, and who stands for all
mankind - the one who for this reason, is called the Son or the
Christ." 39

That is to say, in Jesus Christ the essential being of

men is ideally present.

The fact that this Christ is also the new Being

brings man the message of his salvation.
Tillich finds the term "incarnation" open to misunderstanding
when it is used to depict the event of Christ becoming man.

He suspects

that there is a magical, and therefore superstitious, touch to that expression since other religions also employ it for different manifestations of the deity.

Moreover, Tillich considers the statement "God has

become man" "nonsensical" because for him
it is a combination of words which make sense only if it is not
meant to mean what the words say. The word "God points to ultimate reality, and • • • the only thing God cannot do is to cease
to be God. But ~Bat is just what the assertion that "God has become man" means.
JSibid., 2:44-45 .

.3 9Paul Tillich, The Eternal Now (New York: Scribners', 196.3),
p.

?6.
40

S .T.,

2:94.
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Similarly, Tillich also finds it difficult to apply the term "divine nature" meaningfully to Christ.

Instead he prefers to replace it

by concepts such as "eternal God-man-unity" or "eternal God-manhood."

41

While rejecting the idea that the divine and the human nature are united
in Jesus Christ, Tillich proposes that "in Jesus as the Christ the eternal unity of God and man has become historical reality."
seemingly an inconsistency.

42

This is

Nevertheless, Tillich feels obligated to

resort to this kind of language in the hope of providing a dynamic character to the Christian faith.
We have noted that Tillich considers God as the ultimate or as
"Being Itself."

In contrast to man, who is just a being, God is the

ground of everything that has being.
yond essence and existence.

God is, according to Tillich, be-

However, Tillich maintains that Christ is

4

not beyond essence as the Jesus of Nazareth." 3

Evidently, Tillich is

not willing to ascribe true deity to Christ without certain reservations.
From Tillich's point of view faith in Jesus as the Christ is
fundamental to Christianity.

Christianity is built on the foundation of

this faith which has kept the church alive throughout the centuries.
Tillich addresses himself to the two aspects of this confession, namely,
the fact which is called Jesus of Nazareth and the reception of that fact
by those who receive him as the Christ.

In his words, "the receptiwe side

of the Christian event is as important as the factual side."

41Ibid., 2:148.
42

Ibid.

43Ibid.
44

Ibid., 2: 99.

44
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However, even though Tillich emphasizes the confessiona l foundation of the person of Christ, he apparently avoids the specific question of the historicity of Jesus.

For he contends that faith should not

be built on something so uncertain that someday historical research
4
might be able to disprove it. 5 Here we notice how heavily influenced
Tillich is by the researchers of the "historical Jesus," including his
teacher Martin Kahler.
Thus we must conclude that what Tillich works out in his system
is very distinct from the normal systematic appreciatio n of Christ's
person and work.

Following his own philosophic al guidelines Tillich

finds in Jesus the ideal God-manhood which everyone should seek to follow.

Evidently Tillich maintains that it is not the person of Christ

but the "Christ Principle" which is manifested in the Jesus of Nazareth
that brings newness to all of creation.
As long as Tillich is able to keep the above observation s about
Christ as his points of reference, he can accept the principles of other
religions as equal to the truth claims of Christianit y.

According to

him the rather exclusive nature of modern Christianit y was not part of
its original fabric.

He says, "Early Christianit y did not consider it-

self as a radically exclusive, but as the all-inclusi ve religion, in the
sense of the saying 'All that is true anywhere in the world belongs to
us, the Christians. '"

46

45Ibid., 2:113-14.
46
Paul Tillich,; Christianit y and the Encounter of World Religions (New York and London: Columbia University Press, 1963), p. 35·
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In a similar vein Tillich also leaves open the possibility that
God has manifested Himself in various ways to different people.

This is

true both before and after the "event of Jesus as the Christ" took place.
Tillich says,
Jesus is the Christ for us, namely, for those who participate in
the historical continuum which he determines in its meaning. This
existential limitation does not qualitatively limit his significance, but it leaves open other ways of di~~ne self-manifestations
before and after our historical continuum.
In a word, we must grant that what Tillich ventures in his
Systematic Theology is radically 'heroic.'

However, it must be pointed

out that by undertaking such a task Tillich has not made the communication of God's saving act in Jesus Christ any easier.

Tillich may have

succeeded in adapting the language of contemporary philosophy in order
to interpret God and Christ for modern man.

But, unfortunately, his

conclusions are not consistent with the concept of God's unique revelation in Christ.
Tillich's theology is an exhibit of modern-day universalism.

He

mixes philosophy with theology and arrives at conclusions which are
alien to basic Biblical propositions.

We are justified in designating

his approach to Christology as both protean and procrustean.
The Cosmic Christology of Teilhard de Chardin

(1881-1955)
If Tillich's burden was to make Christology relevant to the modern philosophical mind, Teilhard's concern was to relate Christ to
technology and evolutionary science.

47s.T., 2:101.

To that effect Teilhard sincerely

26
wished to appeal to the most progressive minds of the scientific era by
trying to use their language.

A Jesuit priest by calling and a paleon-

tologist and archeologist by profession, Teilhard focused his attention
on attempting a synthesis of science and mysticism.
The mixing of the above two categories, science and mysticism,
has not helped Teilhard to develop a :, system of theology.

Accordingly,

he does not expand on a specific Christology of his own but presents
only a 'cosmology centered in Christ.•

48

Teilhard seeks to affirm a fundamental and substantial unity for
the universe.

By making use of certain Johannine and Pauline terms he

argues that everything holds together in Christ.

The "union" of the

universe with Christ forms an integral part of Teilhard's thinking.
Thus he maintains that "God Himself, in a rigorously real sense, exists
4
only through a process of self-unification." 9
The unity of the universe is the basic criterion for Teilhard's
Christology, too.

In fact, he considers Christ to be the unifier of the

cosmos in a very dynamic way.

Christ is the cosmic center and milieu

and the soul of the universe.

The "emanations" proceeding from this

48
several studies on Teilhard's theology are available. For
example: Robert Hale, Christ and the Universe. Teilhard de Chardin
and the Cosmos (Chicago: Franciscan HeraldlPress, 1972); George A.
Maloney, The Cosmic Christ; from Paul to Teilhard (New York: Sheed and
Ward, 1968); Eulalis R. ~ltazar, Teilhard and the Supernatural (Baltimore-Doublin: Helicon, 1966), and others.
4

9Quoted by Robert Hale, p. 71.
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center penetrate matter itself and keep the creation activity going
even today. 50
Teilhard's Christology is intimately connected with his evolutionary world view.

He anticipates a certain maturity for creation

which will evolve out of a growth from within.

Christ causes this

growth and hence the universe has a Christie dimension to it.

Christian-

ity can lead the universe to its designated maturity since it alone is
the religion of the future.5l
In Teilhard's opinion Christ binds the universe to himself in
an intrinsic manner, in a physical, ontological sense.

In fact Christ,

as the unifier of the universe, is involved in each act of creation
which is a continuous process.

This process Teilhard defines as the

"act of forming and consummating Christ. "5

2

Christ is the converging point of all evolution.
uage of science, Christ is the "Omega point."

In the lang-

While Christ is perfect

humanity, he is also actively involved in consummating the fullness of
true humanity.

The Christ who appeared in history as Jesus of Nazareth

is at the same time the converging point of all evolution.

Each indi-

vidual object, in the process of reaching its full perfection, will be
finally united at the Omega point.53
50,Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, The Divine Milieu: An Essay on
the Interior of Life (New York: Harper & Row publishers, 1960), pp. 2530.
5lPierre Teilhard de Chardin, The Phenomenon of Man (New York:
Harper & Brothers, 1959), p. 296-99.
2
5 Teilhard de Chardin, Divine Milieu, p. 123.
53Teilhard de Chardin, Phenomenon of Man, p. 294.
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It is this kind of optimism about the future which reveals Teilhard's mysticism.
the world.

He is convinced that at last faith will triumph over

When this happens the individual microcosms will be freed

from their respective isolated states and will be converged in Christ
through the outpouring of love.

Each individual should actively cooper-

ate with his Maker to help the universe move towards that Omega point,
which is the point of perfection.54
Accoiding·to Teilhard, the movement of the universe to its Omega
point is parallel to that of a "mystical transfiguration ."

However,

"the only subject ultimately capable of mystical transfiguration is the
whole group of mankind forming a single body and a single soul in charity."55

Also, this transfiguration "will give existence its true value

and happiness since it will help the individual lose himself in another
greater than himself."5

6

We have alluded to the Teilhardian tendency to use Scripture
references for establishing a cosmic Christology.

Teilhard uses the

Bible to assert that humanity faces the tension between a deep love of
God and fervent love for the world.

However, his mystical thinking de-

mands from his readers a greater commitment for self-developmen t and
5
stimulates them to detach themselves from the things of this world. 7 To
do this, Teilhard proposes a "mystique of action," which, when strictly
54Teilhard de Chardin, Divine Milieu, pp. 121-22.
5Sibid., p. 126-.

6
5 Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Letters from a Traveller, trans.
by B:. Wall et al (New York: Harper, 1962), p. 264.
57Teilhard de Chardin, Divine Milieu, p. 21.
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followed, will help modern man to resolve the present dilemma of living in two worlds.
Clearly evident in Teilhard's writings is a conscious effort to
resolve the dualism between the temporal and the eternal, the earthly
and the heavenly.

Teilhard believes that, although there may be dif-

ferent levels of human understanding like science, philosophy, theology.
and mysticism, in the end all of them point to one "Christogenesis."
This is, for him, the motive behind the Incarnation in which Christ was
manifested as the center of the universe.5

8

Following the idea of Christogenesis, Teilhard proposes a procedure of Christification.

Christification is the means by which each

individual will be able to become an integral part of Christ's "mystiThat is to say, through this process an incarnation of Christ

cal" body.

takes place potentially.

Humanity is involved in this incarnation of

Christ since it 'makes' and 'undergoes' Christ in all things.59

In this

connection it is possible to say that Teilhard's synthesis contains implicitly shades of the modern process thought.

60

It appears that Teilhard chooses the language of mysticism in orTeilhard

d;erT to bring words of comfort primarily to the individual.

admits that mysticism is one step higher than philosophy.

However, he

seems to be lost in the wilderness of mystical thinking when he says

8
5 Teilhard de Chardin, Phenomenon of Man, pp. 283-84
59Teilhard de Chardin, Divine Milieu, p. 101.

6o

Baltazar, p. 90.
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our salvation is not pursued or achieved except in solidarity with
the justification of the whole body of the elect. In a real sense
only one man will be saved: Christ. 6l
On the basis of the assumption that at last humanity will reach
a "collective maturity" Teilhard also develops a teaching on eschatology.
He maintains that the heavenly bliss is a state of being in which humanity will be able to contemplate God.
will see God face to face.

In heaven each one of the elect

At the same time, this vision is possible

only "through the eyes of Christ" who is "the Head and living summary of
humanity."

62

Finally we should note that Teilhard's Christology demonstrates
an improper use of Scriptural references.

Teilhard selects quotations

from the Bible which suit his already-formulated propositions.
example, he anticipates a "super-mankind" for humanity.

For

The evolution

of a super-mankind is possible through a process of "super-socialization"
which in turn necessitates a

"super~personalization."

"Since only the

forces of love have the property of personalizing by uniting," in the
6
final analysis, "amorization" is most expedient. 3

Interestingly enough,

Teilhard is able to find several verses from Scripture which back these
propOSl•t•lOllS. 64
61
62

Ibid., p. 124.
Ibid.

6

3Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Science and Christ, trans. by
Rene Hague (New York & Evanston: Harper & Row, 1965), passim.
64
For example: l Cor. 15:28, "God shall be all in all";
Col. 2:19, "He it is who fills all things." Other texts are: Col. 1:16,
17; 3:11 and Eph. 4:9.

Jl
We have noted earlier that, acco:rding to Paul Tillich, "incarnation" is a nonsensical term for modern man.

65 On the other hand Teil-

hard believes that the incarnational activity of God is still going on
in the universe.

The goal of this continuous action is the "mysterious

pleroma, in which the substantial One and the created many fuse without
confusion in a whole which, without adding anything essential to God,
will nevertheless be a sort of triumph and generalization of being."

66

Thus for Teilhard Christ is no longer the Savior of individuals
only, but the "ultimate Mover of anthropogenesis."

Christ is "the ulti-

mate summit of an evolution definitely recognized as a movement of

6
convergence." 7

The entire universe is the cosmic body of Christ, since

it is organically Christie in its constitution.

As Teilhard himself

spells out his objective, "my road ahead seems clearly marked out:

it

is a matter not of super-imposing Christ on the world but of pan-

68
Christianizing the universe."
The above observations lead us to conclude that Teilhard's
treatment of either Johannine or the Pauline thought is only superficial.
In the Pauline epistles, for example, even when the imagery of the body
is used, the idea expressed is that of a relationship.
present the thought of assimilation, but of association.
speak of convergence, but of incorporation.

Paul does not
He does not

According to Paul salvation

65Supra, p. 21.
66Teilhard de Chardin, Divine Milieu, p. 100!
67Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Christianity and Evolution, trans.
by Rene Hague (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971), p. 24).

68Ha le_,

p. 7? •
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is offered in Christ to each individual personally.

The community of

such individuals, the church, is maintained in the unity of the Spirit,
and that is different from what Teilhard visualizes as the mystical
union.
Among all the things he wrote about it is Teilhard's Christalogy which has been the subject of much critical scrutiny.

Even Teilhard

himself admits that his thoughts about Christ were not necessarily adequate or complete.

69

In Teilhard are disclosed the weaknesses of at-

tempts to combine science and mysticism with a view to translating the
Christian faith into modern categories.

The result is an accumulation

of things which are alien to the basic presuppositions of both science
and Christianity.
The "Unknown Christ"--"Acknowledged Christ" Dialectics
Under the title Unknown Christ - Acknowledged Christ Dialectics,
we will examine some recent attempts to formulate Christology from an
Indian perspective, and we will also attempt to point out the problems
in communicating the Gospel to a Hindu audience.

At the outset we must

note that we encounter in most Indian theological writings a radical
change in methodology.

For example, in the publications of Raymond

Panikkar and M. M. Thomas we do not have a systematic presentation of
the Christology as doctrine.

However, such a doctrine does emerge out

of their attempts to engage in dialogue with the people of other faiths,
particularly of those of the Hindu way of life.
6
Chardin:

9For a critical evaluation see Oliver Rabut, Teilhard de
A Critical Study (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1961).
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When India became part of the British Empire, Christian missionaries assumed that educating the masses would be an effective way
of bringing the gospel to that largely Hindu nation.

Although this

method did result in the conversion of some Hindus to Christianity, the
implementation of western education also caused a significant Hindu revival, since high caste Hindus were the persons to benefit most from the
English ideas.

Through their English education, many Indians saw Hindu-

ism as a quite remarkable stage in human development and not just the
vestige of an illiterate paganism.

For example, a great Indian thinker

like Mahatma Gandhi, the father of independent India, could relate Chris-'
tianity to Hinduism in a way that "begins with a ready acceptance of the
God in Christianity, goes on to frank criticism of the extravagances of
the Christian claims, and concludes that Hinduism is adequate and satisfactory for the Indian people."?O
As a consequence of new Hindu self-awareness so expressed in
such a statement, some Christian leaders began to search for more effective means to relate the gospel to the followers of resurgent Hinduism.
The result was a summons to ChristianstiDo engage in dialogue with nonChristians.

Dialogue, according toP. D. Devanandan, a pioneer in this

approach, is a conversation which is a "frank endeavor to understand, in
as far as that is possible, exactly where and how we differ from one another, although we may use the same religious terms such as grace,fforgiveness, sin, incarnation and so forth."?l

?Op. D. Devanandan, ·Preparation for Dialogue (Bangalore: The
ChristiaAlinstitute for the Study of Religion and Society, 1964), p. 96.
( _L

7libid., p. 141.
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Dialogue, Devanandan asserts, fundamentally should allow those
who engage in it the freredom to disagree with one another.

In fact, all

genuine and fruitful dialogue will "start with the understanding that we
72
agree to disagree."

However, it is interesting to observe that in re-

cent times the meaning of dailogue seems to have changed considerably.
Marcus Braybrooke observes, "the purpose of (modern) dialogue is a common search for truth.

Dialogue is distinct from proclamation, although

it may sometimes give occasion for it."73
Inasmuch as Christianity proclaims that the truth is revealed in
Jesus Christ, Christians by definition cannot join hands with those who
are in search of truth.

Christianity has nothing to offer the world ex-

cept Christ himself as the Truth.

Once this fact is ignored, dialogue

"can lead to the hope that religions will eventually grow together with
Christ as their center."7

4

That being the case, it becomes virtually

impossible to improve on Devanandan's definition of dialogue from a
Christian perspective. 75
However, most contemporary promoters of dialogue understand their
task in terms of a common search for truth.

They begin with the assump-

tion that there is some truth on every side.

The criteria established

to arrive at a common base can be dangerous to the truth claims of
Christianity.

When a student of comparative religion like Raymond

72 Ibid.
73Marcus Braybrooke, The Undiscovered Christ (Madras: Christian
Institute for the :Study of Religion and Society by Christian Literature
Society, 1973), p .• 30. This will be referred to as CISRS-CLS.
74Ibl.d.

7 -'Devanan
, d an, p. 141 •
c;_
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Panikkar notes the obligation to "somehow incorporate Hinduism into the
universal economy of salvation by God through Christ, of which Christianity is the summit," the unique salvation through God's action in
Christ which Christianity proclaims is seriously undermined.7

6 If we

should accept Panikkar's view of incorporating Hinduism into Christianity,
then we should also be able to discover in the positive aspects of other
religions the "footprints of God's redemption!"??

Nevertheless, while

granting that God's redemption is for allmmankind, people cannot understand or appreciate the magnitude of this redemption apart from Christ.
It is in Christ that we hear the Word of the Truth, the gospel of our
salvation.

Again, it is those who believe in Christ who are sealed with

the Holy Spirit who is called the down-payment (
inheritance of eternal life (Eph.

appa~rov

) of our

1:13-14).

Panikkar, it may be noted, was brought up in a Hindu-Catholic
environment, since he was born of a Hindu father and a Spanish Catholic
mother.

That in itself, above and beyond his scholarly skills, may ex-

plain his compromising attitude towards other religions.

In fact,

Panikkar a~Sgues that "the Christian attitude (toward other faiths) is not
ultimately one of bringing Christ in, but of bringing him forth, of discovering Christ."?B

This is the substance of Panikkar's thesis.

One notices on occasion certain echoes of Paul Tillich in Panikkar's writings, but these may be accidental.

Panikkar sees that in

Hinduism Christ is presented in a concealed or cryptic manner.

In the

6
7 Raymond Panikkar, The Unknown Christ of Hinduism (London:
Darton, Longmann & Todd, 1964), p. 34.
??Ibid., pp.

45-46.

78 Ibid., p.

45.
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Hindu religion, Christ "has still to grow up and be recognized.
over he still has to be crucified there."79
80
ism, but Hinduism is not yet his spouse."

More-

"Christ is there in Hindu-

Such views would later lead Panikkar to propose that there is
present at the center of every religion the same

"Christ-principle'~"

Panikkar deals with questions relating to the universalit y of
this Christ-prin ciple in a later volume called The Trinity and World
81
. .
Re 1 lglons.

The book proposes that "Christ" is a very ambiguous term.

Christ, Panikkar says, cannot be the exclusive possession of Christians.
On the contrary, he is the only link "between the created and the uncreated, the relative and the absolute, the temporal and the eternal, earth
and heaven."

82

Panikkar does not identify this Christ with the Jesus

On the other hand, he claims that "even from right within
8
the Christian faith such an identificat ion has never been asserted." 3

of Nazareth.

Although at times Panikkar speaks about the relevance of the fulness of
God's revelation in Jesus Christ to all people, he seems to be fully
convinced that it would be "immoral" to bring doubts to any non-Christi an
84
.
. d s h.lS own f al. th sat.lS f ylng.
wh o f ln
Panikkar's attempt to "discover" Christ in Hinduism clearly has
no basis in Scripture.

His intellectua l exercises do not make the com-

munication of the gospel to the Hindus any easier.

In a word, what we

confront here is the kind of religious accommodati onism which operates
79Ibid . , p. 17 .
81

80

Ibid.

R.,Panikkar , The Trinity and World Religions (Madras: CISRSCLS, 1970).
84
82
Ibid., p. 74.
Ibid., p. 52.
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on the assumption that all people enjoy the love of God fully regardless
of what they believe.
Several points can be made in response to Panikkar's hypotheses.
First of all, it is against the accepted principles of the comparative
study of religions to try to

11

incorporate" Hinduism into Christianity.

The task of the student of comparative religion is not one of incorporating but of comparing the different aspects of religions.
is impossible to compare Hinduism and Christianity.

Moreover, it

For Hinduism is

built on certain religious principles and practices; but the foundation
of Christianity is a Person, the God-Man Jesus Christ.
Secondly, Eanikkar almost repeats the error of Teilhard when he
proposes that the religions of the world are in an evolutionary process
in which Christianity is the summit.

The proposal that Christ must be

crucified especially for the Hindus is against the teaching of the Bible.
Christ will not be crucified at different times for different people.
Rather, God's eternal plan 0f redemption for all people was completed
once-for-all (

t<P~7tat

sins of all (Heb. 9:28).

) in Christ since he was offered to bear the
Apparently, Panikkar is able to discuss God's

love for man apart from Christ and the crucifixion.

While it is true

that God loves all people regardless of their faith in Him, it is only
in and through Christ that a person is brought into a full saving relationship with God.
A third problem evident in Panikkar's approach is his desire to
"discover" Christ in other religions.
cere;~:

This wish, though it may be sin-

cannot be fulfilled because we cannot bring Christ forth from a

locale where he is not present!

Indeed the task of the church is to
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bring Christ in to the people who do not have him.

First they must

hear him and then they may believe in him.
Finally we must note that it is not the term "Christ" which is
~\ain1Diguorls~~l1but

Panikkar' s own proposal to find the "Christ-principle"

at the center of all religions.

Incidentally, he does not define this

term, but considers it to be eq:galtto "Logos" or "Lord."

One has to use

speculative philosophy in order to agree with Fanikkar on this point.
The Christ-principle, as the words imply, cannot have any theological
significance apart from the Christ-event.

Accordingly any attempt

to

search for this principle in other religfuons is destined to end in
failure.
The promoters of dialogue believe that certain points of contact
must be established between parties before any meaningful dialogue can
begin.

Those who view dialogue as a common search for truth maintain

that these points of contact should be discovered at the religious level.
Their purpose is to integrate the spiritual values of local religions
into the life of the church.

At the same time others think that there

are enough realities in life which are commonly shared by all people,
even if they have different religfuous orientations.

Hence Bishop Newbi-

gin observes that "the real point of contact between Christian and nonChristian faiths is not in the religion of the non-Christian, but in his
8

humanity. " 5
If Newbigin's observation is accepted, then it follows that conversion could be a natural outcome of dialogue.

Contrary to this view-

point others, like Dr. Stanley J. Samartha, who edits the volumes on

85Lesslie Newbigin, A Faith For This One World? (London, SPCK,

1961), p. 65.
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interfaith dialogues for the World Council of Churches, propose that it
must be possible for a non-Christian to develop an attitude toward Christ
86
This new trend within ecumenical
of "commitment without conversion."
circles advocates that in societies with a small Christian community,
such as that in India, there may still be others who "secretly" believe
in Christ.

Such people refrain from making a public confession of their

faith in Christ because of family ties, social-economic pressures, or a
hesitation to break away from the traditions in which they were brought
up.
Samartha believes that there is an "amazingly persistent response of Hindus to Jesus Christ in spite of the avowed self-sufficienc y
87

Some of these responses are narrated by M. M.
88
In that
Thomas in The Acknowledged Christ of the Indian Renaissance.
of modern Hinduism."

book Thomas discusses how the leaders of the Indian nationalist movement
understood the person and message of Jesus Christ.

The study points out

that the acknowledgment of Christ in India, whether by Hindu leaders or
8
Christian men, is only partial and very inadequate. 9
Thomas maintains that the most effective way of formulating
Christology for India is by applying the categories of secular humanism.
86
Stanley J. Samartha, The Hindu Response to the Unbound Christ,
Interreligious Dialogue Series (Madras: CISRS-CLS, 1974), No. 6, p. 7.
87

Ibid., p. .5.

88

sance.
1970.

M. M. Thomas, The Acknowled ed Christ of the Indian RenaisConfessing the Faith in India, Series No • .5 Madras: CISRS-CLS,
8 9Ib"d
l

•,

p.

. •
XlV
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In his opinion theology is "the intellectual articulation of men's faith
in God or in a structure of meaning and sacredness which is seen as his
ultimate destiny."

90

This statement seems to indicate that man is at
It also ignores the fact that theology

the center of Thomas' theology.

in the Christian sense must be the articulation of what God has done in
Christ for man.
Man and society are the two key elements in the writings of
Thomas.

Therefore in his opinfuon theology must change as much as man

and his situation in life change.

Furthermore, he advocates that the

message of the Bible must be "translated" and "updated" in terms of the
language and categories of modern secular man.9l
We do not reject the idea that theology should speak to man's
concrete and current situation in life.
the theologian in every age.

In fact, that is the task of

At the same time, it may be pointed out

that there is nothing more concrete in life than human existence.
ferent td,eologies may come and disappear as fast as they arose.

Dif~

Man

in every age faces the situation in which he has to look beyond himself
to find true meaning in life.

Unfortunately this attitude to life is

missing in the thought of Thomas.
Thomas himself admits that he is no theologian, either by training or by inclination.

That may be one reason why his theological

90M. M. Thomas, The Secular Ideologies of India and The Secular
Meaning of Christ, Confessing the Faith in India, Series No. 12 (Madras:
CISRS-CLS, 1976), p. 193.
9lM. M. Thomas, Salvation and Humanisation~ Some Crucial Issues
India, Indian Christian
of Mission in Contem ora
of the Theola
Thought, Series No. 11 Madras: CISRS-CLS, 1971), pp. 46-47.
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thinking appears heavily influenced by secular ideologies like Marxism
and humanism.

For him "the kingdoms of this world are the raw material

for the kingdom of God."

92 This statement suggests that Thomas is anti-

cipating the utopia of a classless society, which, according to him,
would be established through the work of the church on earth.
It is possible that new themes emerge in theology as the situations of people change.

Nevertheless, the basic tenets of Christian

theology cannot change, since they speak about the accomplished acts of
the unchanging God.

Also, the message of the church to the world need

not change, because the underlying cause of the problems of people remains the same.

Unfortunately, as much as Thomas attempts to translate

and update the categories of the Bible to suit contemporary man, he moves
away from the true solution to man's problems - the message of having
been liberated from sin and its consequences.
The above discussions illustrate that Christian theology in
~ndia

is involved in a deep struggle for finding its own identity.

We

see that Panikkar represents one aspect of this struggle by relating the
gospel to the people from a Hindu background.

Thomas represents another

aspect of this struggle in his attempt to interpret the Christian message
from a secularly humanistic point of view.

In both instances we see

that the radical change in methodology, though perhaps with good intent,
deprives the gospel of its true identity.
2
9 Thomas, Secular Ideologies, p. 202.
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The Christology of the World Council
of Churches (WCC)
The World Council of Churches today stands as the symbol of
ecumenism and church union, it is said.93

The Council was first con-

cei ved on :the· a;s·sumpJ;ion jz;haJ; J;he divisions within Christendom are the
greatest stumbling block for the effective proclamation of the Gospel.
Since the scope of the Council is extensive, its Christology keeps expanding on the basis of the changing world situation.

In what follows

we will examine how much the understanding of the Council about the per-'
son and work of Christ has changed through its many years of existence.
We must also note the reasons for those changes, radical as some of them
were.
According to its constitution, the World Council of Churches is
"a fellowship of Churches which accept our Lord Jesus Christ as God and
Savior." 94

The constitution also states that a primary function of the

Council is to continue the work of the 'Life and Work' and "Faith and
Orderu movements. 9 5

The movement last mentioned becameethe organ which

discussed and decided the doctrinal issues of the Council.
93For a concise description of the different stages in the formation of the WCC see F. E. Meyer, in collaboration with Richard Z.
Meyer, "The World Council of Churches: A Theological Appraisal," Concordia Theological Monthly, 24, (March 1953):161-76.
94"The Constitution of the World Council of Churches" in The
First Assembl of the World Council of Churches held at Amsterdam Au ust 22nd to September 4, 1948, ed. by W. A. Visser't Hooft London, SCM
Press, 1949), p. 197.
9 5The Council for Life and Work first met in Stockholm, 1925, as
an interdenominational agency with a view to finding solutions to "the
contemporary social and international problems," while the World Conference (later Commission) on Faith and Order was formed through the initiative of the Protestant Episcopal Church to hold a conference to
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The first assembly of the WCC, held in Amsterdam in 1948, unanimously agreed on the fact that all one needs to know concerning God's
purpose for the world is already revealed in Christ.

The assembly also

concluded that it was God's will that the gospel should be proclaimed to
all men everywhere.

96 Accordingly , the acknowledgm ent of God's revela-

tion in Christ together with the commitment to share that revelation
with the people of tfueeworld

becameetfu:ee"commo.nngfS'<DUndU. f0fll:s~dlifferenttc~
0

church bodies to get involved in discussions on church union.
Starting with the common ground, that is, accepting Jesus Christ
as God and Savior, the assembly was determined somehow to bring the
churches together for the purpose of jointly facing the problems of the
world.

Furthermore , it resolved to promote an ecumenical consciousne ss

in all Christendom , including especially the laity.

Its activities were

focused on establishin g a world-comm unity which would transcend racial
and national origins.
The Amsterdam Assembly also pointed out the importance for man
to obey the command of our Lord that we pray that God's kingdom may come
and His will be done on earth as it is in heaven.

The Assembly said that

obeying that command "requires that we seek in every age to overcome the
specific

disorders~:swhfud!hhaggrava te

the perennial evil in human society,

97
and that we search out means of securing their elimination or control."
consider questions concerning Faith and Qrder in the different churches.
For a detailed survey of the development of these movements see Conrad
Simonson, The Christology of the Faith and Order Movement (Leiden/Kol n:
E. J. Brill, 1972), pp. 1-19.

96The First Assembly of the WCC, p. 64.
97 Ibid., p. 74.
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This statement is apparently in keeping with the theme of the Assembly,
namely, "JVlan' s Disorder and God's Design."
Interestingly enough, the call for church unity was transformed
into a call for united action to remedy the disorders of society.

Evi-

dently the Assembly was formulating a "functional Christology" which
called for a new interpretation of the redemptive significance of Christ.
Consequently thoughts about forgiveness of sins and the expediency of
verbalizing the gospel did not persist beyond the common ground level.
Nevertheless, the Assembly insisted that the organizational disunity
among different church bodies and the "poverty of fellowship" among
churches hindered the effective proclamation of the gospel.
We shall raise two objections to the idea of a unified community
in the WCC sense.
Scriptural warrant.

First, the kind of unity sought by the Council lacks
The unity for which Christ prayed is of a spiritual

nature, where the believers are united in him regardless of their external institutional differences.
and nurtured by the Spirit.

In Pauline terms this unity is bestowed

Moreover, it is founded on one Lord, one

faith and one baptism, and it is focused on maturing in the knowiliedge of
Jesus Christ (Eph.

4:45.

See also

4:13-14).

Secondly, when men pray for the coming of God's kingdom it does
not imply that the church can someday establish such a kingdom on earth
by overthrowing all evil and social injustice.

The kingdom of God is

not a worldly entity which will provide equality for all people.

The

proof of its presence is not in a classless society, but in the use of
the means of grace and the people who possess righteousness, peace and
joy in the Holy Spirit (Rom.

14:17).

It is present in the world today
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by Word and Sacrament as leaven.

It will manifest itself fully at the

second coming of Christ, which will also mark the judgment of this world.
The second assembly of the WCC which met at Evanston in 1954
focused on the theme "Christ - The Hope of the World."9B

This theme is

evidently an echo of the discussions on eschatology which had been in
the forefront of theology especially since World War II.
The advisory commission of the Evanston assembly reported that
the meaning of the church's existence in every age and clime was totestify to the world concerning its hope, namely Jesus Christ.99

By using

the term "world" the assembly was pointfurfug to the unity of mankind.

The

conviction that Christ is the hope of the world points out the concentration of the assembly on Christology.
It is not the purpose of theVJW"CC to formulate ani}[ydogma for its
participating churches.

That may be the reason why the council and its

related organizations do not use very specific terminology when they discuss issues of high theological import.

As a case in point, the second

assembly did not formulate a Christology for today's world.
reflected a "worldly Christology."

Instead, it

In the words of Conrad Simonson,

"The issue that was never properly joined (in the second assembly) was
not what it meant for Christ to be the hope of the world, but what Christ
meant for the world." 100

8

9 For a report on the Assembly see W. A. Visser't Hooft, ed.,
The Evanston Re ort: The Second Assembl of the World Council of Churches
l954,(New York: Harper & Brothers, 1955 •
99Re ort of the Adviso
Commission on the Main Theme of the
Assembly (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1955 , p. 40.
1008.lmonson, p. 82 •
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The second assembly, following the first, was intent on chu:rch
unity.

Again, its advisory commission asserted, in no uncertain terms,

that bringing unity among men was the mission of the church.

It said,

"The mission of the Church aims at gathering all men into unity.
disunity of the churches contradicts that purpose."

101

The

That is to say,

uniting the churches is a necessary step to obtain the unity of the
people of the world.

In the final analysis, it appears that the WCC

seeks the unity of the churches, in the name of Christ, to eradicate all
social inequalities and provide a better social, economic and political
life for the people.

It sees Christ in the hungry, the poor and the

oppressed.
In Evanston already it was recognized that Jesus Christ was the
beginning, center and goal of the world.
the

asse.m"ID~yaassumed

Accordingly theCBhristology of

"cosmic" proportions, although in a cryptic manner.

That was completely unmasked seven years later in the third assembly of
the WCC at New Delhi.
New Delhi, the site of the third assembly, was perhaps a relevant place to discuss the theme "Jesus Christ, the Light of the World."
The capital of a developing nation, dominated by syncretic and socialist
ideologies, represented virtually every problem of the third world.

Also,

the conglomeration of denominations, ranging from the Orthod0.xt,,totfube
modern Pentacostal groups represented in India, made its capital a fitting location for ecumenical dialogues.
101

Report of the Advisory Commission, p. 21.
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In terms of its Christology also the New Delhi assembly marks a
turning point in the history of the WCC.

The keynote speaker, Professor

Joseph Sittler of the University of Chicago called for a Christology as
large as the expanding cosmos of man.
sians 1:15-20.

102 He based his address on Colos-

Sittler was able to find a connection between

of the Colossian hymn and his key idea, "called to unity."

~a nav~a

He argued

that nature, too, is included in God's redemptive work because principalities and powers are at work in it.
Sittler stated that in today's world "it is not likely that witness to a light that does not enfold and illumine
will even be comprehensible."lOJ

theh~orld

as nature

This viewpoint impiliies that if all

things have their being in Christ and are redeemed by him, then nature
must not be left out of God's gracious act.

In the Colossian hymn Sit-

tler found a unity of the church embracing not only humanity but all of
creation.

Therefore, in his opinion, the church must set out to save

the "threatened earth" from destruction.

One wonders if Sittler was

not formulating a "Christology of ecology" in his speech.
Sittler said that man is tempted to Deduce God's redemption to
"an 'angelic' escape from the cosmos of natural and historical fact."
We should not succumb to this temptation since it entails a complete denial of man's physical nature and his place in nature, he added.

"Un-

less the reference and power of the redemptive act included the whole of

102Joseph Sittler's address is printed in The Ecumenical Review
14 (January, 1962):177-87.
lOJibid., p. 193.
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man's experienc e and environme nt straight out to its farthest horizon,
l e t e. 11104
.
. lncomp
.
lS
th en red empt lOll
Sittler blasted tradition al Christolo gy for being limited to
"a Christolo gy of themmoral soul" and "a Christolo gy of history."

He

proposed to add "the Christolo gy of nature" as a third dimension to the
tradition al understan ding of Christ.

He emphasize d that the NewTesta -

ment demanded such an addition.
It was no accident that the delegates to the third assembly did
not quite understan d what Professor Sittler was proposing ; neither did
his statement s significa ntly influence the documents of the assembly.
Neverthe less, his call to view mankind and nature as one essential unity
continues to have a lasting effect on the proceedin gs of the

wee

since

New Delhi.
The fourth assembly of the WCC was a sequel to the third in
many respects.

The three-dim ensional Christolo gy which Sittler visual-

ized seven years before was reflected much at Uppsala.

Amidst calami-

ties such as smmdent unrest, social revolts and wars in the sixties, the
Assembly felt that the world was growing into a global village.

In fact,

one of the reports read, "We iive in a new world of exciting prospects .
For the first time in history, we can see the oneness of mankind as a
reality. "l05
Uppsala proposed that the churches should become more open to·
the world's needs.

Moreover, it presuppos ed the emergence of a single

104
Ibid., p. 179.
l05The U
the World Council

Official Re ort of the Fourth Assembl
Geneva: WCC, 1968), p. 45.

of

49
secular culture for the entire world.

The assembly said that this secu-

lar culture is "a fact which underlies the essential truth of human nature as of one blood, in equal right and dignity through every diversity
of race and kind."

106

Little wonder that the Christology which Uppsala

advocated converged on man.
Professor Hendrikus Berkhof, the Dutch theologian who at Uppsala
presented a papaer on "The Finality of Jesus Christ," expressed the view
that anyone who calls Jesus "Loid," or "the Hope" or "Light" of the world
has called him "Final."l07

He was attempting to relate his paper to

the over-all theme of the assembly, "Behold, I Make All Things New."
According to Berkhof, the proof of the finality of Christ is his
resurrection.

At the same time, he maintained that modern man cannot

believe the resurrection of Christ as "real" unless he changes his concept of reality into that of the disciples.

The disciples believed that

Christ rose from the dead since he appeared to them after his death.
In a word, it is not Berkhof's concern to state whether or not Jesus
rose from the dead.

He interprets the resurrection as "not a return to

life, but the birth of a new humanity. "

108

The above statement certainly marked a turning point in the history of the 6ouncil.

As a case in point, its Mandate for Mission began

with the words, "We belong to a humanity that cries passionately and
articulately for a fully human life." 109

Uppsala declared that Jesus

Christ is the bearer of this hoped-for new humanity, and in him we see
What man is meant to be.
106
Ibid., PP• 17-18.
108
Ibid., pp. 306-307.

107
Ibid., p. 305.
109
Ibid I ' pI 27 I
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By way of review, it is now clear that, although discussions
about church unity first began on the confessional basis that Jesus Christ
is God and Savior, the real purpose of the unity which was sought was to
turn Christendom into another revolutionary movement for social, economic
and political change.

For that same reason, the World Council has been

willing to change its Christology according to the signs of the times.
This fact was clearly spelled out in the Council's commission on World
Missionsand Evangelism in Bangkok and its fifth assembly in Nairobi.
The Bangkok meeting in 1972 and 1973 discussed the theme "Salvatl. on Today."

110 Th e commlSSlon
·
sue h
f ormul a t e d several new expresslons
· ·

as "mission in context," "holistic evangelism," "conscientizati on" and
so on.

lll

We maintain that the invention of these words is a deliberate

attempt to present the revised Christology of the WCC.
The commission sought "new" and "creative" ways of communicating
the message of salvation to the people of the world.

It said that these

new ways "imply a sharing of new life rather than of abstract statements
on salvation. "

112 This was also a call to redefine themmessageeof._,~'the

church as the situation of the listener demanded it.

In a word, the com-

mission resolved that the church must quit the habit of missionary preaching and show its missionary presence by supporting revolutionary movements such as liberation theology with its conscientizatio n of the poor
and the oppressed.
liDIDO

The proceedings of the commission are available in Bangkok
Assembly, 1973, Minutes and Report (Geneva: WCC, 1973).

~ 1lwe shall discuss these issues in some detail in Chapter V.

112Bangkok Assembly, p. 18.
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According to the commission, nothing is more important than meeting people's social needs.

That is preaching the gospel.

evangelism is relegated to the level of social action.

Consequently

Moreover, it is

considered immoral to preach the gospel before addressing the issues of
. l
SOCla

. . t•lCe. 113
lnJUS
Following the Bangkok conference on World Mission and Evange-

lism, the fifth assembly of the WCC which met in Nairobi, placed much
emphasis on confessing Christ today.
"Jesus Christ Frees and Unites."

The

~entral

thought at Nairobi was

Under that title the assembly took

the liberty to discuss the problems of racism, sexism, youth, politics,
economics and the like.

114

It was suggested that the Christian faith must become a dynamic
force within the community in order to resistthe oppression of "dehumanizing" structures, including some governments.

"In this way," the sug-

gestion went on, "confessing Christ is liberated from mere verbalism
which renders the life and ministry of the church stagnant, introverted
and contentious. "ll5
The WCC strongly advocates the "contextualization" of the gospel:
that is, the notion that the message presented to a people must be determined by or conform to their particular social, political and economic
ll3For example, Bishop Arias in his report on Committee B stated
that "the thrust of evangelism within the WCC structures, cannot be confined to one particular task." Ibid. , pp. 155-56.
114work Book for the Fifth Assembly of the WCC (Geneva: WCC,
1975), p. 22.
115
Ibid.
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context in life.

Dr. Robert McAfee Brown, the main speaker of the fifth

assembly, presented the following

guidelines~

Relating his address to the Kenyan situation Professor Brown indicated that "Christ the 1iberator" is the message to a people like
those of Kenya who were

unde~roppressive

social structures.

He announced,

" • • • for this time and this place the claim of Jesus to bring freedom
and the cry of the oppressed peoples for freedom, converge and cannot be
separated."

116

Dr. Brown's address, to be sure, represents the gradual change
which has taken place in the WCC interpretat ion of Christ's person and
work.

We noted at the beginning of our survey that the original motto

of the Council was to bring together those churches which accepted Jesus
Christ as God and Savior.

But through its few

yea~s

of existence the

same Council has become brave enough to construct different "Christalogies" which are based on mere secular ideologies.

Apparently the Coun-

cil has placed man and his needs at a higher level than God and His plan
for mankind.
Our purpose in this section was to present a synopsis of the
Christology of the WCC.

In what we described above we saw how the under-

standing about Christ changed as new ideologies emerged in the world situation.

Man and his environment were the criteria on which the WCC

determined the meaning of Christ's person and work.

Each assembly of

the Council invented a Christology which would be acceptable to modern
secular man.

In a nutshell, the WCC, whether consciously or ilinconscious ly,

116Kenneth Slack, Nairobi Narrative (London: SCM, 1976), p. 29.
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did what Professor Sittler wanted it to do.
ist ideology.

It became an ally of Marx-

It claimed to champion a vision which was "truer, vaster

and tougher than the Marxist vision."
The Christology of the Roman Catholic
Church Since Vatican II
Two popes were needed to complete the Second Vatican Council.
The Council began in 1962 after three years of preparation by Pope John
XXIII.

His

As pope he was determined to renew and reform the Church.

reforms focused primarily on two issues:

a

~econsideration

of the faith

and life of the church in view of the world's needs, and an openness to
participate in ecumenical discussions with other churches.
Pope John lived only long enough to see the first session of
the council.

His successor, Paul VI, convened three other sessions and

completed the council.
decessor.

Paul VI lacked some of the charisma of his pre-

Nevertheless, he was motivated to continue the renewal within

the church and to maintain an ecumenical attitude to those outside.

The

pope set four objectives for Vatican II; namely, a) the self-awareness
of the church; b) its renewal; c) bringing together all Christians in
unity; d) and the dialogue of the church with the contemporary world.ll7
Vatican II produced two primarily theological documents:

the

Dogmatic Constitution of the Church, and the Dogmatic Constitution of
Divine Revelation.

118

We give special attention to these documents as

they represent the Vatican's new approach to Christology.
ll7Hans Kung et al., eds., Council Speeches of Vatican II (New
Jersey: Paulist Press, 1964), p. 22.
118
Austin P. Flannery, ed., Documents of Vatican II (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1975), pp. J50-4JJ, 750-765.
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The Christology of the Roman Catholic Church in principle is
based on Scripture as well as tradition.

While the Catholic Church ac-

cepts the biblical revelation, it does not hesitate to curb Scripture if
fut should contradict tradition.

Moreover, it promotes a "unified spirit-

uality" among all people in anticipation of a peaceful co-existence of
mankind.

Interestingly enough, mueh of Catholic theology is built on

concepts like "love" and "unity."

When abstract ideas become the norm

of theology, theological statements may lose their Scriptural basis.
Perhaps moved by the spirit of ecumenism, Vatican II did not say
that there was no salvation outside the Roman Catholic Church.
it did say that the church was necessary for salvation.

However,

It also affirmed

that those people could not be saved who refused to enter or remain in
the catholic church even though they knew that it was founded by God as
necessary for salvation.

11

9

While maintaining that Christ constituted the church as the
source of salvation for the whole world, the Council appeared to be
very sympathetic towards those outside the church.

It resolved that

"those who, through no fault of their own, do not know the Gospel of
Christ or his church, but who nevertheless seek God with a sincere heart,
and moved by grace, try in their actions to do his will as they know it
through the dictates of their conscience - those too may achieve eternal
salvation." 120
Karl Rahner, who deeply influenced the theology of Vatican II,
calls these outsiders "anonymous Christians."
119
120

365.
Ibid., p. 367.
Ibid., p.

According to Rahner,
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anyone who does not say, "There is no God," is a believer.

Moreover,

those who express their faith in God through their actions are already
in the grace of God, who wills the salvation of all men.

These anony-

mous Christians, in his opinion, remain such on account of the limitations imposed on them by their particular "unfavorable historical
t • "121
.
envlronmen

Contrary to this viewpoint we must state that man's sincerity
in his faith does not necessarily lead him to the truth.

In today's

world there may still be people who have not heard the name of Jesus
Christ.

However, that does not imply that there are different ways of

salvation for different people.

The God who will have all men to be

saved also makes it clear that salvation for all is given only in and
through His Son.

Neither a sincere heart nor the will to do good can

bridge the chasm between the holy God and sinful man.

Humanity is re-

conciled to God only in Christ.
We noted that Vatican II did not want to confine salvation to
Christ alone.

Incidentally, its Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Reve-

that sacred tradition, sacred Scripture and the magister122
By this
ium of the church, all cont:tt])u;te effectively to salvation.

lation

sta~es

statement the Roman Catholic Church once again discloses its tendency to
shift from a Christ-centered theology to a church-centered system.
121Karl Hahner, Theological Investigations VI: Concerning
Vatican II, trans. by Karl H. and Boniface Kruger (London: Darton, Longmann & Todd, 1974), pp. 390-95.
122
Documents of Vatican II, p.

759.
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Any revelation which does not testify to God's plan of redemption
in Christ must be considered inadequate and incomplete.

True and complete

revelation pertains to salvation, which is beyond the grasp of human reason.

For that reason the natural knowledge of God, or as Vatican II puts

it, the knowledge of God "from the created world by the natural light of
12
human reason," can not be knowledge unto salvation. 3
~n

passing, we must observe that, according to Vatican II, the

traditions of the church and Scripture together make up "a single deposit of the Word of God."

In other words, "the church does not draw her

certainty about all revealed truth from the holy Scripture alone."

124

Instead, it subjects theuunderstanding of Scripture to the judgment of
the chuiCh.

Since it believes that the tradi tion:·lwfuihbh came from the

apostles makes "progress" in the church, it invests the pope with the
authority to make the final decision on everything.
Pope John Paul II, the present pontiff has committed himself to
be faithful to the decisions of the Second Vatican Council.

As his name

indicates, which was first chosen by his immediate predecessor whose
pontificate was short-lived, the pope tries to combine in his ministry
the ideas of both John XXIII and Paul VI.

In fact, hardly any of his

addresses conludes without referring to at least one of these former
popes.
The former Polish Cardinal is an accomplished linguist and philoHis philosophy is heavily influenced by phenomenologicalcper-

sopher.
ceptions.

With that frame of reference he develops his thoughts on

lZJibid., p.

752.

124
Ibid., p.

755.
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In his major philosophical work, The Acting

Christian ethics, too.

Per~

son, he arrives at the conclusion that man who has conquered many mysteries of nature himself remains a mystery.

12 5

Also, he considers

himself to be of help in solving the existential problems of the world.
His philosophical ideas did not change even after he was enthroned as pope.

For example, at the assembly of the Latin American

bishops in Puebla, Mexico, the pope repeated his inaugural vow that it
was his duty to evangelize all of humanity.

He challenged his hearers

to open wide the doors for Christ, and to open to Christ's saving power
the boundaries of state, economic and political systems, the vast fields
of culture, civilization and development.

126

The pope criticized those who understood Christ as a political
activist or a revolutionary.

On the other hand, he pointed out the need

to formulate a "solid Christology" in order tommaintain the doctrinal
purity of the church.

According to him the core of the Christian mes-

sage was to "announce the name, the teaching, the life, the promises,
the kingdom, the:my5>8:."8tty of Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God."lZ?
One notices at times that the thoughts of the pope are not completely different from the thoughts of those who are subject to his
authority.

The difference is that, according to the pope, authentic

human liberation and the humanization of systems and structures must
lZ5Pope John Paul II (Karol Wojtyla), The Acting Person, trans.
by Andrzej Potocki, Analecta Husserliana,(Dondrech t, Boston, London:
D. Reidel Publisheing Co., 1979).
126John Eagleson and Philip Scharper, eds. , Pue bla and Beyond,
trans. by John Drury (New York: Orbis Books, 1979), p. 61.
lZ?Ibid., p. 59.
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take place through the Church.

That is, he builds his case on an eccle-

siology well grounded on Vatican II while others emphasize the society
at large of which the church is a part.
In a recent address to Brazilian workers the Pope painted the
picture of Jesus as a brother, especially of the poor.

He stated that

the kingdom of God was with those who were rich in faith, hope and charity.

N··
Also, he challenged the people to change Sao Paulo into a "fully

human city by applying the message of salvation."

"This message," the

pope said, " . . . is a message of love and brotherhood, a message of
justice and solidarity, in the first place to the neediest.

In a word,

. 1 ord er. " 128
. t socla
. a message of peace and of a JUS
l. t lS
Thus we see that the pope truly
general.

rep~esents

Catholic theology in

His philosophical framework dominates his theology.

Conse-

quently his message to the world is based on his understanding of "human12
ness" and "participation" as they are illustrated in his A"'C·ting Person. 9
In a manner similar to the World Council of Churches the pope promotes
an ideology based on human dignity, often ignoring the fact that man after the fall is by nature sinful and unclean.
The same pope has, however, called into question the theology of
two leading Catholic thinkers who shaped the Second Vatican Council.

The

Swiss theologian Hans Kung was censured and had to forego his professional
128

Pope John Paul II, "Collaborators of God," Address to Brazilian Workers, Catholic Mind 78 (1980):54.

12

9For an appraisal of the Pope's thoughts see Martin H.
Scharlemann, "Some Thoughts on Papal Thinking," Concordia Journal 6
(1980):4-8.
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chair as professor of Catholic theology at Tubingen.

The Belgian Edward

Schillebeeckx was summoned to come to explain his Christology.
From the bgginning of his career as a historical theologian Kung
has been blaming the problems of the Roman Catholic Church on its institutional rigidity.

The authoritarianism of theRRoman Catholic system

and the notion that salvation is available through the Catholic church
have been the most disturbing for Kung.
are addressed to these issues.

In fact, most of his writings

In an earlier work in the form of letters

he invited the magisterium to realize that non-Catholics, too, are saved
on the basis of their faith in Christ.

Those letters also indicated

that even people who do not belong to any church could find their salvation in Christ.lJO
Kung's antagonism towards the church has made him suspicious
also of the message it proclaims.

It often appears that he has no diffi-

culty in subscribing to Jesus of Nazareth, his ministry and death.

Nev-

ertheless, he believes that the message of the New Testament is something
which was developed by the communityyof the post-Easter period.

He is

also convinced that the significance of this message is a matter of one's
own faith.
It is in this light that we should understand Kungs~ concept of
"justification by faith."

As a historical theologian he insists that the

message of Jesus had already undergone a transition before it became the
message of the early church.

He suspects whether the modern man can

regard this transition as 'historically legitimate.'

Furthermore he

lJOHans Kung, That the World May Believe, trans. by Cecily Hastings (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1963).

60
maintains that "the decisive factor in this transition - the significance for salvation of the cross and the resurrection of the crucified
Christ - can only be recognized in faith."l3l
According to Kung, faith in Christ is faith in the one who is
prociaimed.

It follows that, in his opinion, the Christian believes not

in the Bible but in Him whom it attests: nfuot in the tradition, but in
Him whom it conveys; not in the church, but in Him whom it proclaims,
He insists that the object of faith is "God Himself as He has spoken
and acted for believers through Jesus Christ." 1 32

For him personally

all channels, including Scripture, which convey this message, are expressions of faith.
Kung wants to free his theology from the shackles of the church's
administration.

It also appears that some of the propositions which he

deduces from his way of thinking are foreign to the foundations of
Christian faith.

He operates on the assumption that true faith can be

maintained even through

unt~e

prgpositions.

Edward Schillebeeckx, a Roman Catholic dogmatician, has set as
his goal the discovery of the impact on theology of the Jesus of history.
Like Kung he is mindful of the historical character of the Biblical accounts; but he does so only to serve his own purpose.

He believes that

the various narratives in the Bible are characterized by the struggle of
the earliest Christian community to express biblical truths in the

l3~ans Kung, The Church (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1967), p. 79.
l32Hans Kung, The Church-Maintained in Truth, A Theological
Meditation (New York: Seabury Press, 1980), pp. 44-45.
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language of the time.

Therefore he sets out by using today's language

to write a Christolo gy which would apply to the present.
Schillebe eckx's exhaustiv e work on Christolo gy has so far resulted
in two large volumes.l 33

Interesti ngly enough, while introduci ng the se-

cond volume he expresses the hope that perhaps the two volumes together
will be helpful "to make a beginning on what is called Christolo gy."
fact, the third volume is already in the making.

In

Neverthe less, his pub-

lished work has been enough to be questione d by the Sacred Congrega tion
for the Doctrine of the Faith.
Schillebe eckx develops his Christolo gy presumabl y to suit contemporary man.

For that very reason man becomes his focal point whenever

he begins to apply to modern life the results of his particula r exegesis,
consistin g of the attempt to get to the historica l Jesus by using the
methods of form, redaction and tradition criticism .
this shift to be an error.

He does not admit

Moreover, he expects his work to serve a

"pastoral " function.
Schillebe eckx states that "the mystery of salvation is concretel y
134
and actively present whenever man experienc es his own existence ."
According to him this mystery is revealed to
of the Gospel is brought to them.

P~'ople

even before the word

In fact, he hopes that on the day of

Judgment almost everyone will be standing at the right hand of God.
l33Edward Schillebe eckx, Jesus: An Ex eriment in Christolo
trans. by Herbert Hoskins (New York: Seabury Press, 1979 ; Christ: Experience of Jesus as Lord, trans. by John Bowden (New York: Seabury
Press, 1980). The same volume was published by the SCM Press, London,
with the title, Christ: The Experienc e in the Modern World.

4
l3 Edward Schillebe eckx, The Mission of the Church, trans. by
N. D. Smith (New York: Seabury Press, 1973), p. 75·
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He formulates his hypothesis on the :premise that "God loves
Conseq_uently he believes that all the aspects of Christian

everyone. u

doctrine such as God, Christ, Church, Sacraments, and so forth, are a
Furthermore, the only

thematic reflection of God's love for everyone.

adeq_uate response of man to this love is a "radical" love for our fellowmen.l35
Like most of the scholars we discussed in the :present chapter,
Schillebeeckx attempts to develop a "Christology from below."

This fact

becomes even more clear when we consider his definition of salvation.
He says, "Christian salvation, in order to be salvational, must be universal and total.

Consequently, salvation, in the sense of that which

makes whole, should entail as a minimum req_uirement that no one group
be whole at the expense of another one.

This does not imply that Chris-

tian salvation can be reduced to the making of a universally human just
society.

It does imply, however, that the making of such a society is

1 6
a minimum ingredient of Christian salvation." 3
In conclusion we note that developments in the Catholic Church
since Vatican II have resulted in the notion that :people may be saved
without any direct knowledge of Jesus Christ.

The Roman Catholic Church

officially maintains that even non-Christian religions "reflect a ray of
truth which enlightens all men."l37

This statement entails the belief

lJ 5Ibid • , :p. 78 •
l3 6Edward Schillebeeckx, "Questions on Christian Salvation of
and for Man," Towa:rd Vatican III, ed. by David Tracy et al., (New York:
Seabury Press, 1978), :p. 41.
l37vatican II, Nostra Aetate, 28 ~6t6ibertTf 7 l9.$;)j)) in Flannery,
:p. 739·
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that simple natural knowledge of God will bring salvation to those who
do not know the Gospel.
Evidently the Christological statements of the Roman Catholic
Church are ambiguous and sometimes misleading.

The Catholic Church of-

ten ignores the necessary distinction between God's goodness and His
grace.

Moreover, in its attempts to see the grace of God at work in sec-

ular structures as well as non-Christian religions, the Catholic mind
runs the risk of depriving of its definitiveneqs the grace manifested
in Jesus Christ.

This is the consequence of the Vatican's attitude to

let man-made traditions rank higher than Holy Scriptures.

The Christol-

ogy of the Roman Catholic Church is a clear case in which the notions of
human solidarity and brotherhood dominate the biblical teaching on
Salvation.
Summary
In the present chapter we have attempted to explain the scope of
the Christological problem in the present day.

We have briefly surveyed

the Christologies of representative theologians and organizations with
a view to providing the context for our study of the cosmic Christ.
Our review of the materials from different individuals suggested
that all of them were using their own methods to interpret the person
and work of Christ.

Some thought of Jesus as a politfureal Messiah while

other denied his historicity.

When some interpreted Christ as a spir-

itual power which was present in each existential situation others denied
fuis resurrection.

Some others understood him as a 'principle' only.

We have also noted the view of some theologians that Christology
must be presented to different people in different ways.

Following this
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viewpoint they were attemptin g to formulate Christolo gies by using concepts from philosQpp y, science, technolog y and non-Chri stian religions .
Some of them were trying to "find" Christ in other religions , instead of
presentin g him as Savior to those who follow other faiths.
We have seen that modern theologic al liberalism advocates a
"function al" approach to Christolo gy.

We pointed out that the World

Council of Churches did not have a definitiv e statement on Christolo gy.
On the other hand, the Council kept urgingnC hristians to get involved
in such activitie s as would allegedly help to overcome class and race
hatreds as well as social and political oppressio n.
In the final analysis, we have concluded that contempor ary
Christolo gy is not worthy to be called Christolo gy because it is shaped
more by socialism and humanism than by the clear Scriptura l propositi ons.
Our study in the following chapters will serve both as a correctiv e and
as a positive statement of the true identity of Jesus Christ and His
work of redemptio n.

CHAPTER III
AN ANALYSIS OF COLOSSIANS 1:15-20
Introdu ction
In this chapte r we propose a scriptu ral solutio n by which the
issues raised previou sly may be evalua ted.

An exposi tion of the Chris-

tologic al statem ents in the Epistle to the Coloss ians will help accomplish this purpos e.

The follow ing proced ure will be followe d in order

to evalua te this positio n.
In the first part of the presen t chapte r we shall investi gate
the histor ical contex t in which the letter was written .
items are involve d:

Three major

an examin ation of the differe nt sugges tions for a

plausib le date of its writing ; a carefu l scrutin y of the differe nt aspects of the so-call ed Coloss ian heresy; and, perhap s, the most impoT1
tant of all, Paul's backgro und in Judaism .
Second ly, we shall analyze Col. 1:15-2 0.

The vast amount of di-

vergen t opinion regardi ng the form and conten t of this classic section
makes it most diffic ult to reach defini tive conclu sions.
an extant form of an early Christ ian confess ion?
early Christ ian liturgy ?

Is it possib ly

Or, was it part of an

Or, further , was this portion borrowe d from

some pre-Ch ristian source such as Gnostic ism?

In offerin g our own ans-

wers to these questio ns we will provide an interp retatio n of the key
phrase s involve d and highlig ht particu larly the signifi cance of some
1

In terms of author ship our stance is the traditi onal view that
the apostle Paul wrote Coloss ians. For other opinion s see subseq uent
discus sion.
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distinctive words in this section.

A summary of the findings will be

provided at the end.
Historical Setting
The city of Colossae was situated on the bank of the Lycus River,
a tributary of the Meander, in the neighborhood of Laodicea and Hierapolis.

In fact, in ancient days travellers could visit the three cities

in a single day.

2

Colossae gained significance as the link between the

East and the West, since the city was located on the great trade route
from Ephesus to the East.

Weaving and Dyeing were possibly the two

trades which made this urban area rise to some importance.

However, dur-

ing the early years of the first Christian century the city was reduced
to the status of a "small town.".3
There is no clear indication either in Colossians or in the book
of Acts that Paul had paid a visit to Colossae before he wrote to the
Christians there.

Nevertheless the whole fabric of the epistle demon-

strates that the apostle had developed a very personal relationship with
the saints of that city.

Moreover, some of the leading personalities

of the congregation at Colossae were known to Paul and his associates.

4

2

J. B. Lightfoot, St. Paul's Epistles to the Colossians and to
Philemon (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1974 Reprint), p. J .
.3The Geography of Strabo with an English translation by H. 1.
Jones, 8 vols. (London: William Heinemann, 1928), 5:505, 511.

4The concluding section of the letter (4:10-18) is reflective
of greetings sent from one "family" to another. The liberal use of personal names, p~esumably familiar to both sides, suggests a situation as
if Paul had met them personally. The most likely occasion for this must
be deduced from Acts 19:10, which states that Paul's two~year ministry
at Ephesus paved the way for all the residents of Asia to hear the Word
of the Lord. Again, there were people at Colossae who had not seen Paul

(2:1).

How was "the word of the truth of the gospel" brought to this
Lycus Valley community?
Colossae seems clear.

That Epaphras first brought the gospel to
Epaphras originally hailed from Colossae

(4:12)

and was dear both to the Christian community there and to the apostle

(4:13).

He was worthy of much praise as a faithful slave of Christ and

a dependable cohort of Paul

(1:7).

While the letter was being read,

Epaphras stayed with Paul interceding for the Christians at Colossae.
In any case, the bearer of the epistle to its destination was
Tychicus (~:7-9).

Also a native of the Asian province, Tychicus had

accompanied Paul during fufus third missionary journey.

He merited the

honor of being called a beloved brother, a faithful servant and fellowslave in Christ, titles attributed to very few other companions of Paul.
Tychicus had been commissione d to share with the faithful brethren at
Colossae words of encourageme nt.

Such assurance was expedient parti-

cularly because of the possible concern the Christians at Colossae might
have had regarding Paul and his co-workers while they were in prison.
Now Tychicus was accompanied by a certain Onesimus, another one
of Paul's faithful and dear brothers (4:9).
was from the Colossian community.

Like Epaphras, Onesimus also

It is very likely that this was the

same run-away slave for whose restoration Paul wrote the letter to

Philemon~5 If so, then Onesimus had offended his master by some wrongdoing, and had run for refuge elsewhere.

As he was traveling he acci-

dentally caught the attention of Paul, was brought to

faith~

in Christ,

~or a not so complimenta ry description on Onesimus, Lightfoot,
pp. 311-15.

68
and thereby became a spiritual child of the apostle (Philemon 10).

Paul

sent him back to his master along with Tychicus together with a letter
of recommendation .
The details of the occasion and purpose of the letter to Philemon need not concern us here.

6

The internal evidence from Colossians as

well as from the letter to Philemon suggests that both were composed at
the same time from the same place.

Paul was in prison with the same

group of people while he wrote both letters (Col. 4:10-13.

See also

:±Philemon 23-24).
Although thewe are indications within the letter itself that Paul
was in prison as ~eewas writing Colossians (1:24; 4:18), there is not
even a hint as to the exact location of the imprisonment.

The tradition-

al view of equating this with a Roman imprisonment which lasted for at
least two years (Acts 28:16, 30) remained unquestioned for many years.
Iru Rome Paul was allowed freedom to stay by himself with a soldier guarding him.

Such an occasion must have made the writing of a masterpiece

as splendid as Colossians more feasible.

However, in recent times, other

locations for the composition of the letter have been suggested.

In the

early part of the century, scholars like Adolf Deissmann and George
Duncan have argued for an Ephesian origin of Colossians.

Deissmann dis-j

misses the whole issue as a common sense opinion as he states, "The

6The generally accepted view is that the letter is a plea for
Onesimus' restoration by Philremon. But in 1935 John Knox proposed the

hypothesis that Paul sought freedom for Onesimus for the purpose of missionary activities. Even after almost twenty-five years of scholarly
debate on this issue Professor Knox insists upon his position and claims
that his critics are evading the "cumulative effect of the argument."
See John Knox, Philemon Amon the Letters of Paul A New View of Its
Place and Importance, rev. ed. New York: Abingdon Press, 1959).

careful reader of St. Paul's letters will easily find evidences of an
imprisonmen t of Paul at Ephesus."?

Duncan also concludes a detailed dis-

cussion on the problem by maintaining that Colossians (and Philemon) are
to be dated towards the end of the Ephesian ministry of Paul (A.D.

55).

Against a Roman imprisonmen t Duncan asserts that it must have been more
probable for Onesimus to seek refuge in nearby Ephesus than in far-away
Rome.

8

Another proposition which has gained some scholarly acceptance
is that of a Caesarean imprisonmen t.

With enough supportive evidence

from antiquity to establish the destruction of the city of Colossae between A.D. 61 and 62, Bo Reicke finds it inevitable to conclude that
Colossians was sent from Caesarea about A. D, 59.9

The rationale behind

a similar conjecture from W. G. Kummel also is rather convincing.

But

the very cautious Kummel envisages the comparative ly small size of Caesarea as being less viable for the many companions of Paul to engage in
the mission endeavor.

"Thus various factors support the composition of

Colossians in Caesarea, but composition in Rome is also not excluded."

10

7Adolf Deissmann, Light from the Ancient East, trans. by L. R.
M. Strachen (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1927), p. 237.
8

GeorgeU:S1.1_nBuncan, St. Paul's Ephesian Ministry, A Reconstruction (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1930), pp. 72-73·

9Bo Reicke, "The Historical Setting of Colossians, " Review and
Expositor 70 (1973):428-38. According to Tacitus an earthquake struck
Laodicea, Hierapolis and Colossae in A. D. 61. But, the Chronicle of
Eusebius, composed almost 200 years later testifies that the catastrophe
destroyed the tri-cities in 62. See Eusebius, Chronicle, ed. by R.
Helm, 1:21-22, p. 183.
10W. G. Kummel, Introductlo n to the New Testament, l 4th rev.
ed., trans. by A. J. Mattill, Jr.? (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1966),
p. 245.
u

•

9
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Those who deny that Paul wrote our letter while he was imprisoned
in Rome do so mainly because Rome was too far away from Colossae.

Ac-

cordingly, they maintain that Onesimus could not have come to Rome.

They

ask, "Is it not unlikely that a runaway slave would f!hee to a far away
metropolis rather than find a hiding place in one of the neighboring towns
with which he was more familiar?"

At the same time, as C. F. D. Maule

observes, "Travel between Rome and the East was frequent and not so formidable a task as to make the communications implied by the captivity
epistles impossible.

A runaway slave might well make for Rome on the

principle that the metropolis of the empire is the easiest place in which
t o h l'd e. 1111

Under any circumstances, the hypothesis for an Ephesian im-

prisonment remains at best only a logical deduction, since it lacks
~ect

di~·

·

New Testament evidence.
All the discussions so far envision the impossiblity of an un-

biased opiniontJconcerning the exact place of composition of Colossians.
However, there can be little doubt about one fact:
letter was in prison.

But who was the writer?

the writer of the

If we should say that the

apostle Paul did not write our epistle, then the exact place of his imprisonment need not concern us.

Uncertainty regarding the Pauline au-

thorship of Colossians was first raised as late as the nineteenth century.

Since that time scholarly opinion on the matter has shifted back

and forth.

12

The language and literary style of the epistle, some argue,

11

c. F. D. Maule, The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Colossians and to Philemon (Cambridge: University Press, 1957), p. 24.
12
For a summary of the issues and related names see Kummel,

pp. 240-44.
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is not typically Pauline.

Further, the issues addressed represent more

the religious heartbeat of the second century by virtue of their possible
1
relationship to Gnosticism. 3
It may be noted in passing that Rudolf Bultmann and his follow14 The
ers are the most recent to argue against the Pauline authorship.
Bultmann School operates on the assumption that a Pauline School published Colossians under the apostle's name.
writings

the

The other New Testament

included in this category are 2 Thessalonians, Ephesians and

Past0~al

The striking similarity between Ephesians and

Epistles.

Colossians in terms of style and content is 1;1sed as the basis to prove
that neither is Pauline.

Incidentally one should only take note of what

Deissmann observed at the turn of the century:
In these two letters there were no special problems of church life
to discuss, and so St. Paul could here give vent to solemn utterances, which even in point of style i3e striking for their grave
and as it were priestly earnestness.
The relatively

infre~uent

use of authentic Paulinisms in Colas-

sians is an issue which cannot be ignored and needs careful examination.
Apart from the thirty-three expressions unique to the relatively smaller
member of the present Pauline corpus, the letter contains at least fifteen words which are used by the New Testament writers other than Paul.
Characteristic Pauline terms such as justification, salvation and reve~ation

are missing in Colossians.
l30n this see subsequent discussion on the "Colossian Heresy /t

14Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament II, trans. by
Kendrick Grabel (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1955), pp. 175-80.
l5Adolf Deissmann, St. Paul, A Study in Social and Religious
History, trans. by 1. R. M. Strachen (New York: Hodder & Stoughton, 1912),
p. 109.
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Even those scholars who uphold Colossians to be genuinely Pauline
have noticed its remarkably different style.

For example, Kummel points

out, "The sj;yle is cumbersome, verbose, and surfeited to opacity with
subordinated clauses, participial and infinitive constructions or substantives with "Ev (for example, 1:9-20 [9ne sentence!] :

2:9-15. "

16

Such stylistic peculiarities are better explained as only natural once
we agree that the new generation of believers at Colossae was facing
certain theological problems which were unparalleled elsewhere in the
New Testament Church.

Paul was responding to such issues in a language

best equipped to suit the occasion.
Attributing our epistle to a later Pauline school also will not
17
solve the problem.

Just as there are striking similarities between

Ephesians and Colossians there are also marked differences between those
epistles and the pastoral epistles.

If the argument for a later Pauline

school should continue, then we should also hypothesize that there were
schools within the Pauline school.

As John A. T. Robinson asks,

Which is more likely, that an imitator of Paul in the first century
composed a writing ninety or ninety-five percent in accordance with
Paul's style or that Paul himself grote a lemter diverging five or
1
ten percent from his usual style?
16Kummel, p. 2 4l.
110

l7For a recent example, Eduard. Lohse, Colossians and Philemon,
A Commentary on the Epistle to the Colossians and to Philemon, trans. by
William R. Poehlmann and R. J. Kanis, ed. by Helmut Koester, Hermeneia
Series (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971), pp.1;111?7-l8J. Lohse suggests
a date around A.D. 80 for the epistle. Accordingly a "theologian" from
the "Pauline School" composed the letter to combat the philosophers of
Asia Minor. Not ignoring the earthquake of 60-61 Lohse points out that
the concern of the writer of Colossians was to "paint a typical picture
of the life of a Christian community."
18
John A. T. Robinson, Redat:tng·~;fuhe NewiTestament (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1976), p. 63.
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The above examples show that the attempts by some scholars to
exclude Colossians from the Pauline corpus and by some others to suggest
an imprisonment for Paul either at Ephesus or at Caesarea have not disproved the traditional position in spite of the cogency and seemingly
convincing nature of the respective arguments.

Since we surmise that

Paul wrote Colossians from Rome, the date of its composition may approximately be fixed between A.D.

58

1
and 60. 9

This is acceptable even if

Colossae was destroyed in A.D. 61.
Now we shall consider the question about the exact nature of
the Colossian error.
The Aspects of the Colossian Heresy
The questfunn of the precise nature of the Colossian heresy will
remain unsettled as long as attempts are made to interpret it from different points of view.

As it shall soon be made clear, there is prac-

ically no single way to explain all the elements involved here.

There-

fore, any attempt to put the different aspects of the so-called "Colossian error" under one umbrella will be dangerously misleading.

In this

section we shall make reference to some modern perspectives on the issue
with a

v~ew

to scrutinizing them by statements from the letter itself.

The readers of our letter are being warned not to be carried
away by a certain "philosophy" ( qH'Aooo~Ca.
manner of man-made tradition (2:8).

) which works after the

This is the only place in the New

l9The traditional view is that Paul was among those executed
during the persecution of Christians in Rome (A.D. 64). For example,
F. F. Bruce, The Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Grand Rapids: Wm. B.
Eerdman's, 1977), pp. 441-43.
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Testament where reference is made to philosophy without any specific definition or description.

In this connection, we might refer to Paul's

encounter on the Areopagus with the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers
(Acts

17:16-34):

The difference being that in the latter case Paul was

confronted by people from two different and already established schools
of philosophy in the city of Athens which was, f&r a time, the capital
of the intellectual world of that day.

Further, Epicurus and Zeno, the

founders respectively of both schools, have had their place in recorded
history.

The philosophy at Colossae can meet fHw of these requirements.
However, some characteristic tenets of this heresy may be de-

duced from the letter itself.

It had a fairly well balanced understand-

ing of the supernatural and the earthy, the higher and the lower realms
of the universe.

There was a certain teahhing about the "elemental spir-

its of the universe."

Whatever that teaching was, the apostle wants the

people to shun that completely (2:8).

Along with such human tradition,

the "puri tan",eefuhic of a seemingly devout manner of "religfuous" life
should be eliminated (2:20-23).
The word "elements" ( <Yt'OlX&Ta) points basically to an accepted
pattern of things arranged in a row, like letters in the alphabet.

It

follows, then, that the word carries with it the derived sense of "rudiments or basic principles" (of nature).

Commenting on the possible tran~

sition in the meaning of the term, Ralph Martin suggests that "the final
stage of this development is reached when the stars themselves are dignified with being not only dwelling places of the gods but divine in
their own right, and so requiring to be venerated."

20

---

Ralph D. Martin, Colossians, The Church:~s Lord and the Christian's Liberty (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 197], p. 13.
20
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With this understanding the worship of angels would fall in place.
A mind-set which can elevate mundane things to the spiritual realm can

also engage in the worship of angels with no difficulty.

True, Judaism

perpetuated the idea of angels watching over individual human beings.
But the situation at Colossae alludes to the pernicious affair of warshipping angels.

In this regard, perhaps, the community at Colossae mis-

construed the widely accepted Judaic understanding of the celestial beings.

As Gerhani Kittel points out, what the pagans called "gods" could,

at least in part, have been some of the guardian angels allegedly canth e d es t.lny of the nat.lons. 21
.
t ro ll lng
In onier for any kind of philosophy to be religious, it must carry with it certain rituals, rites and regulations.
Colossian heresy could have been no different.

The case of the

The Christians there were

under pressure to stay away from certain kinds of meat and drink (2:16).
A!l.ong with such dietary regulations they were to observe special days :'_
like the "new moon" and Sabbath.

Also there were people who were overly

enthusiastic about (or deprived of!) certain ethereal visionary exper-

.

lences.

22
In analyzing the various attempts to define the Colossian heresy,

it may be helpful to ask whether all of the suggested theories might be
summarized and classified under one general theme.

It must be observed

21Gerhani Kittel and Gerhani Friedrich, eds., Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 9 vols. Eng. trans. by Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Wm. Eeniman's Publishing Co., 1964-74), s.v. ~elo~
1:86. Hereinafter referred to as TDNT.
22

The negation 1-1.1J ( oox ) at 2:18 is conceivably a later addition as support for it is shown by the Vulgate, Syriac Peshita, several
church fathers and so on.

?6

at the outset that most scholars who have attempted to do so have also
left loopholes indicating the inconclusiveness of their

re~pective

cases.
While granting the mixture of elements from various ideologies
at Colossae much of European scholarship tends to maintain that Gnosticism is the basis for all this confusion.

Eduard Lohse represents that

position when he states, "Their teaching • • • , because of the emphasis
placed on knowledge as well as its world-negating character, can be termed Gnostic or, if a more cautious designation is desired, pre-Gnostic.
A Gnostic understanding of the world is also exhibited in the desire to
be filled with divine power as well as in the boastful arrogance of those
who think they have experienced such fullness and possess wisdom and
knowledge. " 2 .3
Little remains to be said concerning the accepted relationship
between Gnosticism and Christianity.

Although, as a rule, the fathers

of the early church alluded to Gnosticism as a post-Christian phenomenon,
the nineteenth century "History of Religions" school began to undo that
position by suggesting a pre-Christian origin for it.

Thus students of

the above school have drawn parallels between portions of the New Testament writings and certain allegedly Gnostic materials, thereby trying to
establish the indebmedness of the former to the latter.
In point of fact it should be noted that, in spite of the findings from the Dead :Sea, "Gnosticism" remains a word which later scholars
ascribed to a system of beliefs which its first adherents left unnamed.
2.3Lohse,

p. 129.
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The exact nature and function of Gnosticism will perhaps remain an unsolved riddle.

In fact, R. M. Grant points out that the apparent

simi~

larities in terms of the teachings of Christianity and Gnosticism -- as
for example, the concept of a redeemer
latter owing to the former.

should be understood as the

According to Grant, Gnosticism "seems to

have arisen out of a mixture of Hellenistic, Jewish, Oriental and Christian factors, combined in an atmosphere of intense other-worldliness and
imaginative myth-making."

24

G. Quispel proposes a different approach to our problem.

After

examining some of the commonly accepted Gnostic literature such as the
Gospel of Thomas, the Hymn of the Pearl, and so forth, the

p~ofessor

of

early churchhhistory conjectures that Gnosticism evolved from Judaism:
"Gnosticism is not a late chapter

mn

the history of Greek philosophy and

therefore a Christian heresy, an acume Hellenization of the Christian
religion.

Nor is it a fossilized survival of old Iranian or even' Indian

religious concepts, and certainly it is not derived from a presupposed,
consistent Iranian myth of the Saved Savior.

It is rather a religion of

its own, with its own phenomenological structure, characterized by the
mythical expression of self-experience through the revelation of the
'Word,

·;j.

or, in other words, by an awareness of a tragic split within

the Deity itself.

2
And as such it owes not a little to Judaism." 5

24

Robert M. Grant, Gnosticism a Source Book of Heretical Writings from the Early Christian Period CNew York: Harper & Brothers, 1961),
p. 18. Note the subtitle.
2

5G. Qmspel, "Gnosticism and the New Testament':~ in The Bible
in Modern Scholarship. Papers read at the 100th meeting of the Society
of Biblical Literature on December 28 9 30, 1964 at New York City. Ed. by
Philip Hyatt (New York: Abingdon Press, 1965).
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As the conclusion to a detailed study of the various factors involving the historical background of the Gnostic materials available so
far, Edwin Yamauchi asserts that "in the case of the New Testament texts
we have no Gnostic texts which are older."

26

Furthermore, he illustrates

that all the arguments designed to prove an authentic pre-Christian
Gnosticism are ambiguous and therefore refutable.

If such inferences

are right, then we should acknowledge also that the heresies refuted in
the New Testament are not fully Gnostic in nature.

The same conclusion

applies to the Colossian heresy.
Earlier, towards the end of the century preceding ours, Bishop
Lightfoot had conceded that the Colossian error was what might be called
Essene Judaism.

Presumably a certain Gnostic slur was cast upon the

theological speculations of the Essenes.

Yet the bishop was very much

aware of the delicacy involved in branding the Colossian error as Gnosticism per se.

With a view to avoiding all possible misinterpretati ons

in this connection, Lightfoot cautioned "that we here empl§Jy the term to
express the simplest and most elementary conceptions of this tendency of
thought, and we do not postulate its use as a distinct designation of
2
any sect or sects at this early date." 7
Our discussion shows that the propositions used to formulate a
Gnostic origin for defections in the early church are flexible.

Wheth-

er Gnosticism emerged from Judaism or oriental mysticism, or whether it
existed prior to Christianity, are allmmatters of conjecture.
26
EdwT.b Yamap,:cgfu;r lBre8Christian Gnosticism (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans,,_l973 ), p. 186.
,_,

27 Lightfoot, p. 113.
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Nonetheless, the fact remains that contemporary theology is accustomed
to identifying most early Christian heresies as "Gnostic."
Finally, as our purpose is to understand the nature of the Colossian heresy, we shall focus on two very thoughtful remarks from two representative theologians.

The first is a footnote to a discussion on

the origin and nature of diversification in the history of early Christianity.

Commenting specifically on our subject matter

Helmu~

Koester

states that
the heresy of Colossae was perhaps a more limited local phenomenon
than is generally assumed. Its roots lie in the particular form of
J~wis2 syncretism which was prevalent in Lydia and Fhrygia at that
tlme. 8
The seocnd remark is equally suggestive of the fact that the
heresy was limited to the community at Colossae at least at the time of
its inception.

Considering both the contextual and the internal evidence

allowed in the epistle, Scharlemann suggests that
the letter to the Colossians makes clear that the apostle was dealing with what might be called some kind of incipient Gnosticism.
The Colossian philosophy contained in embryonic form what later became a very complex system of thought and doctrine.29
Faul's Background in Judaism
Undoubtedly Paul belonged to the mainstream of first century
Judaism.

A very skillful knowledge of Judaism is evident in his writings.

Both the book of Acts and Paul's own extant writings substantiate the
fact that he was thoroughly acquainted with the basic tenets of Judaism.
28
H. Koester, "Gnomai Diaphoroi," in James M. Robinson and Helmut
Koester, Trajectories Through Early Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1971), p. 145.
2 9Martin H. Scharlemann, "The Scope of the Redemptive Task,"
Concordia Theoiliogical Monthly 26 (1965):292.
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Evidently Paul was brought up in the rich Old Testament heritage which
helped him develop the unique style apparent in his epistles.

Trained

under Rabbi Gamaliel, Paul had strong connections with the synagogue.
Moreover, he was a practicing Jew who upheld the law as understood by
Judaism with utmost reverence and zeal.
Both in the New Testament and in the history of the church Paul
occupies a position which is next only to the Lord.

The available

studies pertaining to the life and thought of this .. apostle to the Gentiles .. surpass the imagination.

Yet

to define what went into the making of a Paul is infinitely harder.
In Paul Athens and Jerusalem are strangely mixed, not because he
was a Tarsian • • • but because the Judaism within which he grew
up, even in Jerusalem, was largely Hellenized, and the Hellenism
he encountered in his travels largely Judaized.3°
By birth and by education Paul had both inherited and developed
three distinct characteristics:

he was a Roman citizen, a Rabbinic Jew

and he was exceptionally zealous of his faith.

The choice blending of

these qualifications prepared Paul later in his life to become "all
things to all men" for the sake of the gospel.
That Paul was a Roman citizen is a fact to which he himself bears
witness (Acts 22:28).

Paul's place of birth was Tarsus, capital of the

Roman province of Cilicea (Acts 21:39; 22:3).

We may safely assume that

either Paul's parents or his grandparents acquired the prestigious
privilege of Roman citizenship.Jl
30w. D. Davies, ".Paul and Judaism," in The Bible in Modern Scholarship (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1965), p. 182.

3~e have no specific information about how they became citizens.
The book of Acts mentions a case where a centurion bought Roman citizenship "for a large sum" (22:28). However, that might not have been the
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We are interested in Paul's Roman citizenship specifically because we consider that it provided the apostle great freedom to engage
in Christian missionary activities.

As the book of Acts testifies, when

the Jews plotted to do away with Eaul by falsely accusing him before the
procurator, he chose to appeal to Caesar

(25:8-12).

This appeal was in-

tended to provide the ppportuni ty for a "fair trail."

We also read that

King Agrippa, conferring with the procurator, Paul could have been released had he not appealed to Caesar

(26:32).

prisoned in Rome he had a soldier guarding him

Later when Paul was im-

(27:12).32

More important for our present purposes is the fact that Eaul
was a Rabbinic Jew.

In Paul's own words he was "a Hebrew born of He-

brews-" (:Phil.

3:5).

dox Judaism.

Paul appeals to his unblemished Jewish heritage as he

He was brought up in the strict traditions of ortho-

defends himself against the Judaizers at Philippi.

The apostle was con-

ident that he had met all the requirements of the Jewish law on its own
terms.

His strict upbringing helped him develop an uncompromising atti-

tude towards the traditional teachings and practice of the Jewish religion.
We noted that Paul was born outside Palestine, in Tarsus.

As a

son of diaspora Judaism he most likely began to amass the good command
of the @reek language which is noticeable in his writings.

At the same

time, his conventional training at home must have imparted to him a
case with Paul's family. For a suggestion as to how they came to possess
this honor, see F. F. Bruce, New Testament History (New York: Anchor Be
Books Edition, 1972), pp. 234-37.

32we consider this to be the time in which Paul wrote Colossians •.,- Supra~ p::p. 66-73.
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sound knowledge of Jewish :celigious practices.

This assumption is clear-

ly reasonable, as Davies points out in saying that Paul's home was "most
probably a bit of Jerusalem outside Palestine."33
To what extent, then, did Paul associate with Jerusalem?

There

is some evidence in Acts that the family of Paul's sister was residing
in Jerusalem (23:16).

According to Van Unnik, Paul left Tarsus early in

'

his childhood to settle in Jerusalem.3

4

It could very well be that, hav-

ing relatives in the holy city, facilitated his education under Rabbi
Gamaliel, a fact of which the apostle was very proud (Acts 22:3).
In his defense before King Agrippa Paul clearly states that his
life from youth up in Jerusalem was familiar to all Jews (Acts 26:1-23).
The apostle further relates his Pharisafuc position since he chose to become a most dedicated Jew.

Consequently he tried all possible means to

exterminate the Christian community in Jerusalem.35
By all counts Paul proved himself to be an authentic and flawless
Jew.

That aspect of his personality did not change even after the Lord

personally confronted him on the Damascus Road.

However he abandoned

33w. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism (London: SPCK, 1962),
p. 8.

4

3 van Unnik presents this view very convincingly in his Tarsus
or Jerusalem, the City of Paul's Youth (London, Epworth Press, 1962).
Van Unnik develops the whole argument on the &9a~&9pa~eva(
(upbringing) in Acts 22:3.
35Commentators hesitate to take the stateme.:tb.t in Acts 26:10 literally<, It was mandatory for the members of the Sanhedrin to be married.
If this rule did not allow exceptions, then we should also agree that
Paul was married, a hypothesis which does not have Scriptural support.
A possible interpretation is that Paul consented to the Sanhedrin decisions although he was not an official member of it.
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Jewish religious practices and remained faithful to the Old Testament
Scriptures.

Furthermore, in the Lord he found the fulfillment of the

Old Testament.

His greatest desire was that all Israel might become

knowledgeable about the righteousness of God instead of trusting in its
own established system of righteousness by works of law (Rom. 10:1-4).
Although certain detailed aspects of the formative period of
Paul's life remain hidden,hfuis versatility in authentic Judaism should
not be considered any less orthodox than that of the native Palestinian
Jews "since ttre strength of Jk-:wlsh orthodoxy varied not so much geograph6
ically as according to mental climate in a given community or home."3
Accordingly, if there appears signs of the influence of Greek culture in
Paul's writings, that was because of his association with the Greekspeaking synagogue.3 7 If diaspora Judaism had undergone any kind of change
at all, the same could have happened also to the Judaism of Palestine.
There was very little of the Roman empire left unaffected by the impact
of Geek culture since the invasion of Alexander the Great.

As Davies

points out, "the Judaism of Palestine was not a watertight compartment
shut off from all the Gentile influences but a religion which was inevitably open to Hellenization." 3B
6
3 Richard Longenecker, The Ministry and Message of Paul (Grand
Rapids: Zondervan Publishing Co., 1971), p. 25.
37Martin Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism Studies in Their Encounter in Palestine Durin the Earl Hellenistic Period, 2 vols., trans. by
John Bowden Philade±phia: Fortress Press, 1973 2:115.

38w. D. Davies, Invitation to the New Testament- A Guide to its

Main Witnesses (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1966), p. 247.
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Thus, whether Paul was brought up in Jerusalem from his infancy
or only since his youth, it may not be proper to explain Paul's theology
one-sidedly, in terms of one of these historical presuppositions.

Neve~-

theless, as H. J. Schoeps points out, "every explanation proceeding from
rabbinism deserves

~

limine preference over all other explanations, inso-

far as it can be demonstrated sufficiently clearly and with an adequate
basis of proof . "39
Paul made the best and proper use of the wealth of his inheritance and experience.

In his writings we confront the faithful Rabbi

who considers Scripture to be holy and prophetic.

Unlike some of his

contemporary sectarian Jews, "probably at no point does Paul reveal his
orthodox training more than in his treatment of Scripture, where his
usual practice is to reproduce the exegetical formscof the earlier
teachers."

40

The content of his message, however, was Christ and his

gospel (l Cor. 1:17, 23).
Paul's abiding fidelity to the Jewish heritage is further elucidated by the use of various principles of Rabbinical exegesis in his
writings.

Apart from the extensive use of quaillqtions from the Septua-

gint, an added feature which accounts for the Apostle's command of the
Greek language, specific implementation of Old Testament categories and
images is also very conspicuous.

As Ellis points out, "While rabbinic

Judaism has influenced the mechanics of Pauline citation, . • . the
39H. J. Schoeps, Paul: The Theology of the A~ostle in the Light
of the Jewish Religious History, trans. by H. Knight (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1961), p. 40.
40
Longenecker, p. 25.
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emphases, applications and hermeneutics of Paul's quotations mark him as
41
one with the apostolic church in contrast to his rabbinic background."
Perhaps the above comment would help resolve the following issues which Samuel Sandmel raises in this connection.

Sandmel argues

that Paul was a Hellenistic Jew and "the content of his Judaism had un'"t
dergone a subtle, but radical shift" from that of Rabbinic Judaism.

42

Furthermore, in his opinion,
Had Christianity followed Paul without deviation, its overlapping
with hlabbinc Judaism would have been less than it is. In the sense
that to Judaism the Law remained conceived of as thom'oughly divine
in origin and eternal, and in Paul as limitedly divine and cancellable, one can almost set Pauline theology and rabbinic Judaism down
as antithesis to each other.43
Against the above observation we must state that the shift
which took place in Paul's theology was not due to the fact that he came
from a Hellenistic background, but rather as the result of his conversion
experience on Damascus road.
Moreover, none of the extant letters of Paul, even if we should
lL~t

them to only the uncontested ones, seems to comply with Sandmel's

observation.

Nowhere is it indicated that Paul in any way minimizes the

significance of the law.

Instead, Paul was in a position to appreciate

the validity of the law because of its divine origin.

In fact, Paul

considers the law holy and spiritual (Rom. 7:12, 14), although he deplores its inability to motivate to life.
4

Thus a difference occurred

~.

Earle Ellis, Paul's Use of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids:
Wm. B. Eerdmans, 19.51), p. l.
42

samuel Sandmel, The Genius of Paul, A Study in History, 19.580
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, first edition, 1979), p. 1.5.
43
Ibid J p .59
0

0

I
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in Paul's emphasis not because he was a Rabbinic Jew, but because in
Jesus Christ he saw the fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies
about the Messiah.
Let us briefly review Paul's claim that "concerning the law" he
was a Pharisee (Fhil. 3:4).

In the same breath the apostle confirms the

fact that concerning the righteousne ss which is in the law he is blameless or free from fault (verse 6).

To a different group of readers Paul

provides yet another aspect of his faithfulnes s to Judaism before
Damascus as he writes:
I advanced in Judaism beyong many people who were of my same age,
since I was far more zealous for the traditions of my fathers.
(Gal. 1:14).
Such advancement in Judaism materialize d for Paul under Rabbi
Gamaliel (Acts 22:3).
whose seven

l~les

rabbinic exegesis.

Gamaliel was the grandson of the famous R. Hillel

of interpretat ion have been accepted as the norm of

44 Having been trained under such an illustrious

rabbi in terms both of heritage and scholarship , Paul was disciplined
to pursue strict Pharisaism.

In that he was more than successful.

In

passing, Pharisaism was not far removed from rabbinic Judaism once we

4

consider that the former was the "immediate ancestor" of the latter. 5
It is likely that both intermingle d very much in Paul's day.
Paul's indebtednes s to some elements of Judaism is noticeable
not only in his use of Scripture, but also in the exercise of Jewish

44For a listing of the seven rules, see Ellis, p. 41.
45rnterprete r's Dictionary of the Bible, 1962 ed., s.v.
"Pharisees" by Matthew Black.

87
missionary strategy for the spread of the Gospel.

David Daube brings

home this point, basing his argument on 1 Cor. 9:19-23.

There it is

shown that the apostle was determined to become all things to all men so
that at least some might be saved.

Part of the Jewish missionary strat-

egy was that "to be a successful maker of proselytes, you must become
a servent of men and humble yourself." 46
Finally, we shall remark on the apostle's zeal for the faith.
With the same ardor with which Paul once tried to destroy the Christian
faith, he now labors for its swift spreading.

A devout Jew who once had

a spotless recoid by virtue of his faith and practice, Paul now emerges
as a missionary fully dedicated to the "cause" of Christ.
Paul uses his background in Judaism in order to defend his eredentials as well as to combat the heresies which were creeping into the
church of his time.

The apostle's expertise in rabbinic exposition kept

fuim on guard to encounter his adversaries on their own terms whether they
were "syncretists," "gnostics" or "pneumatics." 47

Shining examples of

this are evident in the letter to the Colossians.
An Analysis of Colossians 1:15-20
The focus of the discussion in this part of our present chapter
is an understanding and appreciation of the key Christological passage
in Colossians, namely, 1:15-20.

This entails an overview of the many

46
David Daube, The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism (London:
University of London, The Athlone's Press, 1956), p. 337.
4

7John J. Gunther, St. Paul's 0 onents and
Study of Apocalyptic and Jewish Sectarian Teachings
1973), p. 317.

A
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suggestions with reference to the literary formation of the said passage,
an interpretation of the most important phrases involved and an exposition of certain expressions which are peculfuar to the epistle.
The Structure of Col. 1:15-20
In recent years, the literary form of Colossians has been subject
to much debate.

Scholarly opinion differs as to whether the present

passage should be understood originally as a creed, a hymn or as part of
48
.
. t•1an wors h"1p serv1ce.
an ear1 y Ch r1s

. tly pu t s 1. t ,
As Rob.1nson succ1nc

Edward Norden in 1913 launched a comparison of liturgical materials from
Hellenism, Judaism and Christianity.

He used the conclusions of that

study to find similar miaterials in Col. 1:15-20.

Almost twenty years

later Ernst Lohmeyer provided a certain strophic arrangement to our passage as he considered it to be part of the order of a primitive Christian
worship service.

In the opinion of Martin Dibelius the present pericope

is a Christological confession composed by Paul.
As a turning point in the history of such

interpre~ation,

Ernst

Kaesemann wrote his essay in 1949 on "A Primitive Christian Baptismal
Liturgy" affirming that "the hymnic character of Col. 1:15-20 has long
4
been recognized and generally acknowledged." 9 The same recognition is
upheld by a host of other scholars since Kaesemann, although each has
48For an appraisal of different opinions see James M. Robinson,
"A Formal Analysis of Col. 1:15-20," Journal of Biblical Literature 76
(1957):270-98. (Includes bibliography.
4 9Ernst Kaesemann, "A Primitive Christian Baptismal Liturgy" in
Essays on New Testament Themes, Studie~s in Biblical Theology 41 (London:
SCM Press, 1964), p. 149.
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employed his own method of reconstruct ing the hypothetica l original of
the hymn before it found its place in Colossians. 5°
Perhaps a _commonly acceptable conclusion will never be reached
in this connection, as long as scholars continue to work on this pericope
with different presupposit ions.

None of the suggestions which have seen

the light of day so far has been able to prevail for very long.
following observation of John Gibbs merits

The

attention~

that scholarship has developed no consensus about the number and
content of strophes in Col. 1:15-20, or about possible Pauline additions, so that one may safely speak only of certain parallels,
such as those observed by Norden. No single reconstruct ion is
fully convincing. 51
Our immediate concern, however, is to examine the source of this
In passing, it may be noted that any interpretat ion of our peri-

hymn.

cope hinges to a large extent on an understandi ng of the context in
which it was presented to its first readers.

Incidentall y, Kaesemann

suggests that these words, as they are presented in the epistle, are to
2
This combe seen as "a Christian redaction of a pre-Christi an hymn.5
ment is representat ive of the opinion of many others like him who hold
that Paul inserted into an already existing hymn certain phrases to suit
his purposes.

Those insertions, according to Kaesemann, are "of the

church" ( "ti;' SXXAT'}O'(a~ at verse 18 and "through the blood of his cross"

( 5,a

~OU af~~oq ~00 OTaupou a~~~at verse 20.
5°For an exhaustive list of representat ive articles, see Lohse,

p. 41.

5lJohn G. Gibbs, Creation and Redemption, A Study in Pauline
Theology (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1971), p. 99.
52Kaesemann, p. ±52.
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If we should read the pericope without the eight Greek words
listed above, the result will be a hymn of Gnostic origin, Kaesemann argues.

But Lohse does not favor the idea that a rediscovery of the ori-

ginal hymn is still possible, although he accepts the interpretat ive
additions suggested by Kaesemann.

As an alternative , he presupposes

that the hymn must have undergone a more thorough reworking since the
individual lines fall short of proper correlation .53
A viable derivative, which stems from the above proposal of
Lohse, is to search for the original hymn in Hellenistic Judaism.54

The

Hellenistic background of the hymn is suggested also by Moule who contends that the vocabulary of the hymn is largely reminiscent of Wisdom
In this regard, the most objective of all is the obser-

Literature. 55

vation of Vawter as he surmises that
Col. 1:15-20 appears to have made use fairly indifferent ly of language and thought-pat terns available from various sources without
necessarily committing its56f unreservedl y to the intellectua l
background of any of them.
Insofar as the varied attempts to reconstruct the possible original behind the Christologi cal hymn remain matters of conjecture only,
the possibility that the hymn was Paul's own composition should not be
altogether dismissed .. It could very well be that Paul was putting together _in poetic form words which were used of Jesus by early Jewish
Christians.

For, as we noted earlier, Paul could, as he

--· -" T r· ).., c-_~

.-~

53.LJULH.-'t.:J

Lohse, p. 43.

56F.

.54Ibid . , p. 46.

W~@te

55Moule,

p.

to the

59.

0. Vawter, "The Col0ssian Hymn and the Principle of Redaction," Catholic Biblical Quarterly 33 (1971):73·
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Colossians, elevate himself to a poetic mood since he had no specific
church problems to discuss. 57

If, on the other hand, Paul borrowed this

hymn from a different source, it must have undergone considerable

revi~

sion in his hands to communicate a different and new message.
Finally, we must note that Paul is presenting in these few words
the sum total of God's act in Christ in terms of both creation and redemption.

Even the casual reader of our pericope is bound to admit that

in these lines the most exalmed subject of the divine blueprint for God's
acts of creation and redemption in Christ is graphically disclosed.

Let

us attempt a translation of this passage before we engage in the study
of

the~::key

phrases •
A Translation of Colossians 1:15-?0

Christ is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all
creation, for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, the
visible as well as the invisible things, whether they are thrones, lordships, principalities, or powers.
him.

All things were created DlJCChfunLlandcfor

He is before all things and all things cohere in him.
Christ is the head of the body, the church.

He is the beginning,

the firstborn from the dead in order that he might be preeminent in all
things.

For in His good pleasure God chose to have His fuliliness dwell

in Christ permanently and to reconcile all things to Himself through
him, having made peace through the blood of his cross - through Christ,
whether things on earth or in heaveR.

57Supra,

p. 71.
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An Interpret ation of Key Phrases in Colossian s 1:15-20
A major purpose of Paul in his letter to the Colossian s is to
establish the centralit y of Christ for the Christian faith.
wholly accomplis hed in the few verses of the letter.
sians contains a very advanced form of Christolo gy.

This is

To that end ColosWe have noted that

the vocabular y and style of the letter is very authentic and unique.
The use of special words with profound implicati ons is unmatched by
even other books of the Pauline corpus.
For the purposes of placing our study of these special expressions in their proper context, let us recapitul ate the nature of the
problems confronte d in the letter.

Some parts of the letter indicate

the fact that the people at Colossae were preoccupi ed with certain Jewish rituals such as circumcis ion, observanc e of special days likei;the
Sabbath and new moon.

At the same time, reference s to non-Jewis h ele-

ments go beyond this sphere.

Apparentl y, there were in existence a

special kind of veneratio n of angels, faith in certain intermedi ary
powers or beings between God and man and some ideologie s of a theosophi c
nature.

Furthermo re, there was present a strong ascetic tendency which
Against such issues

maintaine d that flesh is evil (2:16, 21, 23).
Paul portrays

Chri~_t

by utilizing a series of expressio ns which evi-

dently were familiar to his readers.
Image of the Invisi:ble ' 'God

( e ht~v 't"ou eeou ~:a ltopa,;ou)
The expressio n "image of the invisible God" serves as a fitting
introduct ion to the other theologic al concepts which follow in the hymn.
The Old Testament parallel to

stx~v

is

oSY which means "statue"
;,~

\1 ~·
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(2 Kings 11:18), "image~" "identify" or "dignity."

According to the

creation account in Genesis God made man in His own image (1:26, 27).
This prerogative of man distinguishes him from all other created beings,
including angels.

58

Thus e(xrov

should be understood not as simply the

spiritual aspect of the human personality, but as the exact visual reproduction, the presentation of One who is unseen.59
is not identity in terms of form

The basic meaning of stxoov

and shape, but resemblance as the ancient Egyptians regarded the stars
as the "image of God" living in this world.

60

Viewed in this way, it

is safe to assume that the word carries with it the idea of authority
and dominion.

We have no proof text to support the notion that man lost
However, when Paul uses etxoov

this image, in spite of the fall.

for

Christ he means the "perfect reflection of the prototype, something
which does not belong to men."

61

Truly then, as Scharlemann guides us,

in Christ humanity was to see God's intentions for it when He made the
first man.

Contrary to the whim that flesh is evil, the apostle utilized

the term elxrov "to underline the fact that Jesus Christ became incarnate
to be the Second Adam."

62

58However, later Judaism maintained that angels were created in
the image and likeness of God. See also C. G. Monefiore and H. Lohse,
A Rabbinic Anthology (New York: Schocken Books, 1974), p. 86.
59Bruce Vawter, On Genesis:
& co~, 1977), pp. 55-56.

A New Reading (New York: Doubleday

60

Gerhard von Rad, Genesis, A Commentary, Rev. ed., (London: SCM
Press, 1972), p. 58.
61

rnterpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, 1962 ed., s.v. "Image
of God" by N. W. Porteous.
62
Scharlemann, p. 294.
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In this connection Robin Scroggs points out that

elxrov

has a

dual meaning in the Pauline usage once it is understood with Genesis 1
as the background.

First, in a Midrash form, Paul is suggesting that

Christ is the reality of true humanity.

Secondly, Christ is the true

revelation of God precisely because he is true man. 63

When Christ walked

this earth he demonstrated true humanity by living it out as .Adam failed
to·do.

That in itself is proof of the fact that the human race cannot

accomplish God's intended purpose for it except by the merits of the
One who is truly human.

Also, the true revelation of God is not possible

apart from Jesus Christ.

Christ as the image of God reflects and illu-

minates the existence and essence of God.

Quite fittingly, then, Jesus

satisfied Philip's interest in seeing God with the pronouncement

~~He

who

has seen me has seen the Father" (John 14:9)
In the Old Testament, the book of Proverbs suggests the fact that
wisdom is an hypostasis of Yahweh (8:22-31).

Evidently, wisdom came into

being as the first principle (~~~~,MT;

LXX

apx,;

).

The same thought

is carried over into the apocryphal Wisdom literature where

wisdom is

described as an image of God's goodness and therefore treated as a distinct personality. 64

Acconiingly, Paul was making use of his rabbinic

heritage in onder to combat the Colossian philosophy in its own terms as
he resorted to the language of the image of God.
6
3Robin Scroggs, The Last Adam, A Study in Pauline Anthropology
(Ehiladelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), p. 98.
64
wisdom of Solomon ((':25-26, 8:4, 6. E. Lohse, pp. 46-48, dismisses this association on the grounds that Col. 1:15-20 is a Hellenistic
Christian hymn.
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That Paul was at home with the motifs of Jewish Wisdom literature is obvious in his other letters, too.
clearly states that man is the image (

slxoov

In l Cor. 11:7 the apostle
) and glory of God.

Ap-

parently this is in accordance with his understanding of the creation
story.

At the same time, later in the same epistle, Paul vividly ex-

presses the great resurrection hope that we too shall bear the image of
the heavenly man (15:49).

Now, this image, Paul goes on to say, is not

susceptible to corruption.

It is to this imperishable state of being

that those who belong to Christ are already being conformed (Rom. 8:29).
To that end, the glorious gospel of Christ who is the image of God will
keep on shining, however strong its adversaries might be (2 Cor. 4:4).
It follows, then, that Paul's use of
in the soteriological setting.

&lxOOV

is best understood

Christ, who is the perfect image, endows

man with a certain dignity and beauty by virtue of the fact that the
light of God's glory has shown on the face of Christ.

Christ as the

image of God reflects and illuminates God's essence and existence.

Un-

like the so-called superior wisdom which was considered to be the unique
possession of the intellectual elite, God in His good pleasure has pleased
to reveal Himself in Christ to all mankind.

Furthermore, as the image

of God, Christ alone can be the mediator between God and man.
Finally, we must note that the idea of the image of God has cosmic significance.

The use of the expression is just another way of say-

ing that the person of Christ is not limited to any one particular point
in time or space.

If we should resort to the Johannine terminology,

then the Word that was in the beginning is the same Word which became
flesh and dwelt among men.

He is the same one whom the armies of heaven
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will follow (Rev. 19:13-14).

Christ is active in creation as God's A-

gent, and in the new creation as the Redeemer.

Just as man was created

in the image of God, those who belong to Christ shall put on his image
in the last day.
First Born of All Creation

(

,

,

,

n~o~oxo~

na~~ X~lcr&ro(

)

The second title which Paul ascribes to the Christ is that of
~,!the

firstborn of all creation. 11

Interestingly enough, here we notice

a sudden shift in Paul's presentation, as it were, from the transcendental to the temporal.

By placing the phrase in its present position the

apostle presents to his readers the only individual who has access to
the temporal as well as the eternal spheres.
Much has been written about whether

np~6~oxo~

refers to

6

chronological advantage or to status. 5 For our guidance, Michaelis
, perhaps, owes its origin to the Bible

points out that

since there is no evidence for its use anywhere prior to the formation
of the Septuagint.

66 From the perspective of the Old Testament

, meaning primogeniture, is a privilege which one enjoys
purely on account of his birth.

The first born son is the legal heir

of the father's wealth (Gen. 25:29; 2 Chron. 21:3) and therefore takes
precedence in the family over others.

In later usage the title became

6

~or example, see the debate between A. W. Argyle and H. G.
Meecham presented in Expository Times 66 (1954):61, 123, 318-19.
66Michaelis,

11

npc.o't'6~oxoc

11

in TDNT 5:873-?4.
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indicative of the king since he was considered someone special to God
(Ps. 89:27).

67

The Old Testament idea of the first born initially is symbolic
also of the relationship of Israel to God.
God's first born (Ex. 4:22).

In fact, Israel is called

Later on the weight of the argument slowly

moved from the people of Israel as a favored race to culminate in the
Messiah in particular (Dan. 9:25).

In New Testament times God's

anointed was manifested in Jesus Christ who is the custodian of the
all divine rights on the merits of his divine sonship.
A trend within modern scholarship looks for the origin of
np~6~oxo~ in the literature of Jewish speculative thought about wis-

dom.

68

In 1926, C. F. Burney proposed the hypothesis that Col. 1:15-18

is a typical rabbinical exposition of the first word of Genesis. 69

It

is Burney's contention that in the Colossian hymn Christ is portrayed
as the one fulfilling the meaning of .ff'~1<1.~

.

The author inter-

prets this point to its last detail by identifying Christ with
70
The basic proposal of Burney about the connection between Genesis l and the present hymn may be accepted, although admittedly the
suggestion uses certain speculative thoughts to substantiate his
67rn

Psalm 89, the reference is precisely to King David. It is
significant to note that the Messiah came out of the lineage of David
(Cf. Ps. 2:?).
68
Lohse, pp. 48-49.
6
9c. F. Burney, "Christ as the
Theological Studies,27 (l9Z6):160-?l.

apx-ri

?OSee further discussion onn~eurov

of Creation,
on p. 111.

11

Journal of
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position.

The thought that Christ fulfills the meaning of ~T,J~i:Z.
~

.a5

~

is

very appropriate once we agree that Paul's major purpose here is to
demonstrate the primacy of Christ in everything.
is perhaps best understood as an expression which
71
reflects both the status of Christ and nts origin.

Christ is not part

of the created universe, but he is the agent of its creation.
quently he is different from all that has been created.

Conse-

Significant ly

the Sacred Writings bear witness not to an evolution of Christ but to
his coming.

That itself is proof of the fact that the position which

he enjoys is radically different from that of the whole universe.

The

coexistence of the creation and Christ is a matter of relationshi p between them which transcends the level of "flesh and blood."
The idea of the first born could not have emerged from Gnosticism since it was not a prominent notion in its philosophic al framework prior to the writing of Colossians.

72

Rather it must be interpreted

against Paul's background in the Old Testament where the first born
sympolizes a relationshi p, a privilege and a responsibil ity (Is. 42:6;
Jer. 31:9; Amos 3:2).

God the Father has entrusted Christ the respon-

sibility to exercise authority over all of creation.

This is the point

which the apostle makes at the beginning of our epistle, where he alludes
to the sonship of Christ.

Furthermore , the Son carries out God's

7lHugo McCord, "Becor and Prototokos, " Restoration Quarterly
10 (1967):40-4 5, prefers the idea of the status of Christ to that of his
origin.
2
7 Micahelis, p. 879-80.
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eternal plan of redemption for mankind as this has been the specific job
for which he was commissioned by the Father.
First Born From the Dead
nproT6~oxo, tX ~~V V&XpOOV )

(

Our present title is parallel to the one above.
established in verse

15

It was already

that Christ was the Lord of all creation.

The

Lordship of Christ is further demonstrated in verse 18 by alluding to
his victory over death.
of his resurrection. 73

In other words, Christ became Lord by virtue
The specific use of

np~6~oxo, here helps to

disavow the false notion which tends to ascribe the same status to preexistent Wisdom.

As Gibbs points out,

is not, then just the pre-existent wisdom of
The np~6~oxo,
Wisdom literature, but is the Soverign who is installed by God
through the resurrection as Lord over not only the Church but also
the whole universe.?
According to Paul, the Christ who is the source of creation is
the source also of the new creation.

The act of the new creation is in-

augurated by Christ's own resurrection.

On account of his resurrection

God installed Christ both as the head of the :church and as the Lord of'
the universe.

Therefore, the significance of the resurrection of Christ

is not limited to those who believe in him, but is extended to the whole
universe.
The resurrection of Christ plays a significant role in Paults
testimony for the purpose of defending himself and his message.

In his

witness before King Agrippa, the apostle establishes the fact of Christ's

73scharlemann, p. 296.
74Gibbs, Creation, p. 104.
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, and that this is in
accord with predictions in the Old Testament (Acts 26:23).

The same

thought is reflected in the introductor y section of Romans, where the
resurrectio n event is interpreted as the attestation for Christ's divine
Sonship as well as his Lordship (Rom. l:l-6).
Paul further elucidates the same thought in Rom. 8:21-29.
the apostle depicts the exalted Christ as the
brethren.

,

npcutO't'OXOt;

Here

among many

A new beginning is already under way for those who belong to

Christ to be conformed to his image.

While all of creation eagerly

awaits its release from the captivity to decay, the believers, who have
the first fruits of the Spirit, already have the assurance of this release
on account of Christ who conquered the last enemy.
In l Cor. 15:20, 23 Christ is depicted as the anaPX~
who have fallen asleep.

of those

This must be viewed in juxtapositio n to Romans 8

because in both instances

anapx~'

has a chronologic al significanc e.75

In this connection it must be pointed out that God invests Christ with
unique authority by virtue of his resurrectio n.

As enunciated in

Col. 1:18, it is by the resurrectio n that Christ receives this author•ty. 76

l

In this connection the apostle's description of Christ as the
first born from the dead ( ex

't'OOV vsxprov

) deserves special attention.

His readers must understand that the powers of death could not hold to
themselves the God-incarna te.
its dominance over creation.

7Snelling, " lutcxpx,

Instead Christ defeated death, destroyed
God's anointed is the first and only one

','" TCNT l: 486.

76Gibbs, Creation, p. 106.
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who has demonstrated that the tyranny of death has no binding significance over mankind.

His rising from the dead is living proof to the

fact that God does not forsake His people in the depths of Sheol.
Finally, the resurrection of Christ must be viewed as an event
with cosmic significance.

This fact is indicated by the latter part of
The

our hymn, where the whole story of redemption is presented in brief.
Christ through whom the whole universe came into being has become the

one through whom alone it has been set into proper relationship with God.
Just as the whole creation became subject to a curse because of one man's
sin, the rest0ration of the whole creation has begun with Christ's con~uering

the last and greatest enemy, death.
The Head of the Church

( ~~ xs<Pa'AT) 't'flt; sxx'A'YloCat;

The word translated "head" is
e~uivalent of' the Hebrew ui~ 'l .

)

which is the Septuagint

xsq>a'A-Yj

In secular Greek

xe<Pa'A-Yj

means the up-

per or anterior part of an organism, signifying the seat of the intellect
and the place which controls the rest of the body.

However, as S. Bedale

points out, neither in classical nor in contemporary Greek xe<Pa'A-Yj
ludes to a ruler· or the chieftain of a community.

"If xsc,a'A-Yj

al-

has this

sense in the writings of Paul (it certainly has it nowhere else in the
New Testament), we must suppose it to have been ac~uired as a result of
the LXX use of the word to translate '.{)~ "l . "77

77s. Bedale, "The Meaning of
Journal of Theological Studies

5

XS<Po:A.,;

(1954):211-15.

in the Pauline Epistles,"
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Many instances in the Old Testament point to the fact that
represents the head or ruler of a community or a tribe.7 8

~Xt

In such cases

the picture is symbolic of authority, dignity and supremacy.

In Colos-

sians Paul further develops this concept to illustrate the dynamic relationship between the head and the body as represented in our title.
this respect the church owes its very existence to Christ.

In

It is main-

tained as the community of believers under the authority of Christ.

In

the opinion of Taylor, "the name 'the head' asserts His inseparability
from the church, but excludes His identity with it."79
It is significant to note that in Colossians Paul refers to
Christ as the head also of all rule and authority ( ~ x~~aA~ na~, apx~(

xal

!~oua£a,

2:10).

However, the reference here is primar~ly to

Christ's supremacy over all things, including the principalities and
powers since he has defeated them also by his death on the cross. 80
Although Christ and the church are two different entities, the
one is the sine gua non for the other.

When Christ is referred to as

the head, it '.'implies one .who stands over another in the sense of being
the ground of being." 81

In this sense the existence of the church as

the body is dependent on Christ who is its head.
The use of

x&,aA~

in other Pauline epistles also represents

the basic idea of relationship.

As a case in point, the apostle exhorts

78Deut. 28:13; Judg. 10:18; 11:8-9;
11, and so forth.
79v. Taylor, The Names of Jesus (London: Macmillan & Co., 1953),
pp. 101-102.
80
8

Moule, p. 94; Bruce, p. 223.

~enrich Schiller, " X&(f)aA1l in the N. T." , TDNT 3: 679.
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the Ephesian Christians to accept the relationship between Christ and
his church as the pattern for that between husband and wife (Eph. 5:

21-23). This implies that the attitude of the church to her Lord should
be that of obedience and subjection.
Both Colossians and Ephesians share the idea that Christ, as the
xe~aX~

, causes the growth of the church (Col. 2:19; Eph. 4:15).

In

this connection, it is very appropriate to view this growth in an eschatological context.

It is God who initiated this growth, and He will

bring it to perfection.

Unlike other organizations, the congregation of

Christ owes its origin as well as its existence to the head which fully
equips it to reach the heavenly goal.

Christ is the one who gives the

church the proper direction.
The above observations indicate that a major issue which the
apostle had to deal with was the bona fide primacy and supremacy of
Christ over everything.

This aspect is lucidly disclosed in our hymn

by the use of such concepts as

e(x&v,

xproTo~oxoc

&px~

, and

The Fullness

(

~a nXT1poop.a

)

Various attempts have been made to explain away the exact meaning of

1lA~pcq.ta

82 For example, almost a century ago Bishop Lightfoot

82J. H. Burtness, '~'All the Fullness," Dialogue 3 (1964):257-63.
H. A. Merklinger, "Pleroma and Christology," Conco:rdia Theolpgical
Monthly 36 (1965):739-43.
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had contended that the word

8
had to be understood in its passive sense. 3

In recent years, on the other hand, although with some hesitation, an
acceptable approach has been to personalize the concept of the fullness
84
.
of God b y provl. d.lng l. t Wl. th an ac t.lVe meanlng.

Nonetheless, there

are those who think that the whole idea originated in the gnostic notions
about emanations as they approach the issue with the presuppositions of
8
the so-called Redeemer myth. 5
The great number of interpretations represented above reflect
the idea that the exact meaning of

nl~p~

However, a straight-forward rendering of !v

xa't'O&Xtja'CI& appears to be rather simple:
all the fullness d.well."
the context.

is open to question.
au~oo

e656x~oev

Kav

~o nA~~

"in him (God) pleased to have

Such a rendering is also the most agreeable to

As a recent paraphrase runs, "He was pleased that all the

Pleroma (of the Godhead, 2:9), should dwell in the Son."
In the Septuagint

nl~p~a

86

is used in a spatial sense denoting

8
mostly "content," especially "fullness" or "totality." 7

When the Psal-

mist sings that the earth is the Lord's and its

, and exhorts

x'AY}pCJ.l.LCI

SJLightfoot, pp. 257-r(J. The two classic studies on the concept
have been those of Lightfoot and J. Armitage Robinson, St.
of n~~~
Paul's Epistle to the Ephesians (London: Macmillan, 1909), pp. 255-59·
Robinson, partly in contradiction to Ligptfoot's position, argues that
the passive sense of our word cannot be insisted on although it appears
that way according to 'lexical rule~'.
84
Moule, pp. 164-69.
8

~esemann,

p. 158.

86J. C. O'Neill, "The Source of Christology in Colossians," New
Testament Studies 26 (1979):92. O'Neill objects to taking nnv ~o'
as the subject of e686x~aev
nA~P~
S7Delling,

"nA:rl~<l

" TDNT 6:299.
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the

nl~p~

of the sea to sing to the Lord, the reference is to the en-

tire content or totality of the universe (Ps. 23:1 and 95:11 LXX).

We

might also note that the same analogy is to be found in the Rabbinic idea
of Shekinah.

88

With similar ideas in the backdrop, the apostle was conceivably
correcting the Colossian error by stressing the incarnation of Jesus
Christ.

In Christ the Godhead took human form totally.

For this reason

the believers "have been given fullness" in Him (2:10 NIV).

Under any

circumstances, Paul instructs his readers to shun the infiltration of
their faith by man-made philosophy and empty deceit.
It is sufficient to say that in Col. 1:19 Paul's purpose is to
intimate that Jesus Christ is the place of God's presence.

It may be

noted that the apostle expresses an identical wish for the Ephesian
Christians:

that they may be filled with the

of God (3:19).

According to Ephesians, God has made Christ the fullness of him who fills
all in all (1:23).

He places the challenge before the individual as well

as the church to grow to the measure of the stature of the fullness of
Christ (4:13).
In conclusion, we must note that the above observations are very
expressive of the whole history of salvation.

Inasmuch as humanity needs

to know something of the mysteries of the Godhead, the Almighty was
pleased to reveal them in the fullness of time, as Paul stipulates elsewhere (Gal. 4:4).

This indeed is the decisive event as Scharlemann

rightly observes that God in His Wisdom has "arranged history in such a

88

George F. Moore, Judaism in the First Centuries of the Christian Era, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1927), 1:435·
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way as to provide a moment called ' the fullness of time. '

His eternal

purpose planned a happening - the Christ-event - as a way of offering
fullness and meaning for everything." 8 9
Reconciliation

( anoxa~a'AA.acr&~

)

Our discussions thus far have hinged particularly on the person
of Christ according to Colossians 1:15-20.
were titular references to the Lord.

The concepts we dealt with

Now we must direct our attention

to perhaps the most noteworthy verb in the pericope, namely
It is only appropraite to consider this act of God
as the crux interrpretum of Christian theology.

The God of the cosmos

has effected reconciliation once and for all in and through His Son
Jesus Christ.
Little needs to be said about the philosophical background of
since no compelling evidence is found to establish that
the word was used outside the Christian community.

Even within the New

Testament this expression or its cognate is never found in the writings
other than Paul.

Hence we might conjecture that Paul himself coined

the term. 90
In the Pauline epistles

anoxa~a'AA.acrcr&&vis

used only of God.

God is the one who reconciles the world to Himself (2 Cor. 5:18; Rom. 5:
10).

The purpose of such references is to show that God, out of His

grace, always takes the initiative to restore man's relationship with
8

9Scharlemann, "Scope," p. 294.

9°Friedrich Buchsel, " xa1:a'AA.aoaro

II

TDNT 1:254.
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In passing it should be pointed out that the simple

Him.

xa~a~~acroro

as such does not occur in Ephesians and Colossian s, but only in its compounded form

anoxa~a~~acrcrro

(Eph. 2:16; Col. 1:20, 22).

This spe-

cial use of a double compound is viewed by Scharlema nn as "implying restitution to a previous order of things.

Its use serves to recall •

God's purpose to return the universe to its original condition ."9l
Paul summarize s for the Colossian s God's act reconcili ation on
the cross in the soteriolo gical setting.

The blood of the first born

brought an end to the hostility between the Creator and the creation.
Thus God has done away with the "document " that testified against man. d 92
k lYl!

The legal demands have been met and the wall of separatio n re-

0

moved.

9
Indeed, Christ has united earth and heaven. 3
The reconcili ation consumma ted by Christ pertains to all things

(~a nav~a.

).

In general, 1:<1 nav~a

is a comprehen sive expressio n which

includes everythin g God created (see also Deut. 10:41; Job 41:3).

How-

ever, its use by Paul must be understoo d in the context of his overall
teaching.

Inasmuch as the sin of Adam brought the curse of God on all

things, all things will be redeemed through the vicarious death of Christ.
To be sure, Christ's death reconcile d all things - man as well as

lla""' ',

ture - to God, whether things upon the earth or things in the heavens
(verse 20).

At the same time there is no cogent reason to speculate

that the fallen angels also benefit from Christ's redemptio n.
91Scharlema nn, "Scope," p. 297.
92E. Lohse, "Pauline Theology in the Letter to the Colossian s,"
New Testament Studies 15 (1969):2.

9~. Schweitze r, "Lord of the Nations," SEAJT 13 (1972):18 .
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That the reconciliation between two parties was effected by having made peace (

elp~vono1~oa')

is no bone of_ contention.9

core of Paul's message elsewhere in the New Tesaament also.
in point, in Romans

5

4 This is the
As a case

the apostle speaks about the peace those who have

been justified by faith have.

According to Ephesians (2:11-16) the
Gen-

purpose of having made peace was to bring together the Jew and the
tile in Christ.

In a word, reconciliation is possible only in and

through Christ.
In concluding the present section, it is perhaps fitting to refer
to three acts of God mentioned in the preface to the hymn, acts which are
illustrative of restoring a lost relationship.
which appear in the aorist,

are~ixa~VT'

These actions, all of
(1:12),

,

,

e ppu aa't'o

and

These completed actions of "having been made suf-

(1:13).

ficient" to be partakers of the heavenly inheritance, "having been delivered" from the power of darkness and "having been translated" into the
kingdom of God's beloved Son, together indeed set the tone of an "inaugurated eschatology."
In and through the work of Christ a new life begins for each individual and a new community of these individuals is built up as the
church.

Tln.ese individuals as members and this new community as the

visible representation of Christ's body reflect his image.

The corporate

existence of the body continues to serve as a light to the nations until
the day when Christ will come a second time and manifest his Lordship
fully.
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I

'

&l~VOTIOlT}O"O.'

pp. 109-12).

is a distinctive word in the N.T. (Infra,
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The "Distinctive Words" in Colossians 1:15-20
The epistle to the Colossians contains several words which are
peculiar to it.

At the same time, however, some of these expressions

occur elsewhere in the New Testament, in the writings other than those
of Paul.

A few others are understood to be typically Pauline.95

For

our purposes we examine only those special words which occur in the great
Chris.tology of the epistle.

These are

'~•
opa1:a'
1:a

in verse 16,

e tPiJvono t-rlcrat;.

L'
Xal' 1:a' a.opa1:a,

npro-teoc.ov

in verse 18 and

in verse 20.

We must state at the outset that the use of these expressions
alone to determine the exact nature of the false teaching at Colossae
is not a viable option.

However, the fact that these expressions are not

typically Pauline and that their use is strictly limited to the present
epistle allows for the possibility that the apostle was aware of the
96
difficulties caused by them.

Paul's mastery over the situation helped

him to link these issues to his Christology with a view to refuting
them.
All the references of

aopa1:o~

in the New Testament, except the

present one, are related to God (Rom. 1:20; 2 Tim. 1:17 and so forth).
However, in Colossians

could refer to the angels and spirits

9~or a complete list of the particular words, see T. K. Abbott,

Ephesians and Colossians, International Critical Commentary (Edinburgh:
T & T Clark, 1897), lix-ix.

6
9 other references in the Epistle which allude to the heretical
teaching are 1:10, 16, 18, 22.
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( 2:8 ) while

.

\

,

~a opa~a

represents possibly the whole earthly sphere, the

stars, all other heavenly phenomena and man. 97
The point of formulating all these phrases is to demonstrate
that Christ is in control of all things since he is the Lord also of
the universe.

Lightfoot translates the expression as "things material

and immaterial." 98

Whatever they are, they can claim no independent

existence since Christ is "the sphere within which the work of creation
takes place." 99

Also, none of these is worthy of worship or venera-

tion.
The

and xuptO't'r)'t"&<; are perhaps part of the long list

Spovo 1

100
. or d emonlc
. powers supposedl y cont ro 11.lng th e unlverse.
.
of ange l lC
These powers are often mentioned in the plural (see also Eph. 1:20-23).
Among other possibilities, it is conjectured that the epo vo 1 belong to
the highest classes of angels, although precise distinctions are impos.bl e. 101
Sl

If this assumption is right, then these "angels" should per-

haps be identified with the "elemental spirits" of 2:8 and 20.

Again,

their mention in Colossians is only to disavow their credentials for worship since all of them are subordinate to God.
It is evident in Colossians that creation is subject to a number of cosmic powers other than those mentioned above.

97Michaelis'

II

opa't'o<;

These are

" TDNT 5= 369.

98Lightfoot, p. 152.
99Bruce, p. 197.
100
For a summary of interpretations and their background, see
Moule, pp. 65-66.
101
schmi tz' " ep6vo<; II TDNT 3: 16-67.

lll
designated as
(2:15).

102

~a OTOtX€&a ~ou x6~o

(2:9),

,

apxa'

and

e~oucr

ra l

These powers prevail in the world on account of men's sin

whi:ch brought God's curse upon the whole earth.

They exercise authority

not only over humanity, but also over the cosmos.

To be sure, Christ

stripped all these powers of their dominion through his death so that he
alone might be Lord over all things.
While dealing with the key phrases in Col. 1:15-20, we have indicated that Paul was intent on underscorin g the primacy and supremacy
of Christ over all things.

As a summary of those qualificatio ns. a new

idea is introduced when Paul writes,
(verse 18).

Both in the Septuagint and in antiquity np~&Uro

signifies

being the leader or first in rank.l03

Christ's victory over death quite

properly places him over all things.

By using this clause Paul "sums up,

l'lnes. 104
.
. th e prevlous
in t ensl. f ies and round s off" wh a t h e sal'd ln
A similar "rounding off" of the description on the act of reconciliation is served by the use of e ipT'}vono lYJO'a'

in verse 10.

Although

the concept of making peace is alluded to only twice in the Old Testament
Prov. 10:10: Is. 27:5 LXX), most scholars agree that the conception of
a cosmic reconciliat ion involving heaven and earth would be unthinkable
105
.
. Gnos t·lClSm.
ln
102

on the subject of Cosmic Powers, see A. J. Bandstra, The Law
and the Elements of the World (Kampen: J. H. Kok, 1964), pp. 5-?4. G.
B. Caird, Principalit ies and Powers (Cambridge: Oxford University Press,
1956).
l03Michaeli s, " np~euro , " TDNT 6:881-82.
104
Ibid.
105Lohse, p. 60.
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Summary
In this chapter we have dealt with the historical setting of the
letter to the Colossians and analyzed the key Christological statements
in the letter.

The study was conducted in order to appreciate the cosmic

dimensions of Christ's person and work.
The first section was devoted to exploring the exact nature of
the Colossian heresy.

We noted that it is difficult to draw from the

letter conclusive evidence of any Gnostic influence since that phenomenon was fully developed only in the second century A. D.

We concluded

that the problem must be viewed as a local caricature with a syncretistic
The people of Colossae entertained the notion that in some way

nature.

they had to supplement the salvation obtained by Christ.

For that rea-

son they engaged in the worship of angels and spirits, observed special
festivals and sought superior knowledge.

These aspects might have

served as the forerunners of the teachings of Gnosticism.
We have also seen that the unique style used in the letter is
due to the particular situation of the church at Colossae.
of this new style does not disprove Pauline

authorshthp~

The presence
Instead, it

only shows that Paul was using specific concepts and expressions to
point out the error he was combatting and to reveal to his readers who
Christ really is.
In the second half of this chapter we dealt extensively with
certain titles ascribed to Jesus Christ.

We discovered that these were

utilized to emphasize Christ's Lordship in creation as well as in redemption.

They indicate that there is no existence without Christ.
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The redemption which Christ brought to the whole creation is complete.
This redeeming act cannot be substituted or supplemented.
In the next chapter we shall provide a synthesis of the above
ideas.

This will be done with a view to answering some fundamental ques-

tions raised in modern Christology as these will be illustrated.

CHAPTER IV
A SYNTHESIS OF COLOSSIANS 1:15-20
Having established an adequate textual basis for our investigation, we move on to a synthesis of the key ideas formulated in the third
Our intent here is to determine the criteria by which to eval-

chapter.

uate modern Christological thought concerning a cosmic Christology.

On

the pages which follow we will consider Christ's role both in creation
and in the new creation.
In this chapter we will also illustrate how Paul understood
Christ's relationship not only to individual human beings but also to
the universe.

For this purpose we have .included in the discussion ideas

such as Christ and creation, Christ and the cosmic powers, and, particularly, Christ and his Church.

Reference will be made, wherever applic-

able, to relevant texts from other Pauline epistles.
Christ and Creation
We have noted in the previous chapter that Christ is not part of
1
Consequently
the created universe, but he is the agent of its creation.
he is different from all that has been created.

Let us, then, briefly

discuss ,in what way Christ and creation are related and how that relationship persists.
l

Supra, p. 94.
114
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Acco:rding to Paul, Christ is the "first-born of all creation."
In him all things in heaven and on earth were created, whether they be
visible or invisible (Col. 1:15-16).

Most scholars consider the part

played by Christ in the creatfuon of the world to be of cosmic signiSome consider this to be a speculation which was borrowed from

ficance.

Gnostic literature.

2

However, we are more interested in the New Testament

and Rabbinic understanding of the creation of the world since these are
the sources from which Paul developed his theology.
Scripture does not set forth a definite cosmological system, although many would argue that it does.

Biblical Hebrew does not have an

equivalent to the wo:rd XOO'J..LO' in the sense in which it denotes the
universe.

Instead, it utilizes the phrase "the heavens and the earth"

in o:rder to present the comprehensive nature of God's creation.
The Greek wo:rd

XOOlJ.O'

may be applied to creation in the same

sense in which it represents creation in its entirety (l Cor. 3:22) or
the natural order of things (Rom. 1:20).

The opening chapter of Genesis

explains how God established this order in creation.

The two chapters

that follow illustrate the way in whicrr' man established his dominion over
the rest of God's creation.

The psalmist also sings that God has put all

creatures under man's feet (Ps. 8:6-8).
Judaism taught that God created the world, and that the existence of the world was dependent on God.

It defined the created world

as that which includes "the whole universe, visible and invisible, land,
2

See Ernest Kaesemann, Essays on New Testament Themes, trans. by

W. J. Montague, Studies in Biblical Theology, 41 (London: SCM Press,
1960), pp. 149-68.
)Genesis 1:; 2:1; 14:19-22.
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seas, the firmament of heaven and the vast deeps beneath the earth, the
realms of the living and the dead, the seven heavens, and the abodes of
angels and spirits -- even of the dead in Sheol and the cavernous prisons of the damned • " 4
Against this background, Paul states that all things in heaven
and on earth were created in Christ.
have their being in Christ.
reflects the image of God.

In other words, all created objects

Conceivably, then the essence of creation
Thus, we note that the Old Testament, Judaism

and the apostle Paul recognize a unity in all that has been created.
In Rom. 8:19-22 Paul presupposes this unity
man, for the

betwe~n

creation and

referred to several times in this pericope repre-

sents the entire cosmos including irrational and inanimate objects.5
Moreover, when Paul speaks of creation having been subjected to futility,
he alludes to Gen. 3:17 which shows how man's sin brought God's curse

upon the whole earth.
To understand creation by discounting its relationship to man is
impossible.

In the books of Esdras it is said that the Lord made the

world for the sake of the people.

The narrative also points out that the

transgression of Adam brought God's judgment upon the world (2 Esdras 7:
11-12).

Also in Pauline writings, the interdependence of creation and

man is maintained.

As Gibbs observes,

4Frederick C. Grant, Ancient Judaism and the New Testament, 2nd
ed. (Edinburgh and London: Oliver & Boyd, 1960), p. 60.

5J. G. Gager, "Functional Diversity in Paul's Use of End-Time
Language," Journal of Biblical Literature 89 (1970):328-29.
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According to Paul, as according to the prophets and many apocalyptical writers, one cannot speak rightly of creation without speaking of man, nor ri§htly speak of man without speaking of the world
in which he lives.
On several occasions Faul points out that God the Father is the
source and goal of creation and Christ is the mediator of both creation
and redemption.?

For example in the Corinthian correspondence Paul re-

lates that there is one God, the Father, from ~!~

) whom are all things

and for (gt, ) whom we (exis-t], and that there is one Lord Jesus Christ,
through ( 01 ') whom are all things and through whom we ~xist] (1 Cor. 8:
?).

In the Colossian hymn creation is referred to as an act of God in

(ev) Christ.

All these indicate that there is a close relationship be-

tween Christ and God the Father, both in creation and redemption.
Finally, we must distinguish between Christ's role in creation
and in redemption.

Accordingly, "redemption is not an appendix to the

work of creation, nor is it implied in the creation."

8 God's plan of re-

demption was already at work in the act of creation.

Both creation and

redemption have cosmic significance.

While creation testifies to the

'

goodness of God, redemption bears witness to H.is
mankind from the curse of sin.

gracious will to save

Just as the Colossian hymn states that

God created all things -.through Christ, so also it implies that His purpose to redeem the world has been completed through the cross and
resurrection.

g_gy

6John G. Gibbs, Creation and Redemption, a Study in Pauline Theo1(L.eide.n: . E:. J. Brill, 1971), pp. 40-41.
7see also Rom. ll:J6; Eph. 4:6.

8

Gibbs, p. 141.
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Christ Is The Center of Unity
The relationship between Christ and the universe did not end with
the act of creation.

According to Paul Christ is also the sustainer of

everything that has been created.
tion coheres in Christ.

In fact, he says that the whole crea-

The fact that creation exists is evidence for

its dependence upon Christ as its center.
In the Old Testament, wisdom is described as a unifying principle
which holds the world together.

In Prov. 8:30, wisdom is called 'the one

who fits things together ( ap~o4oooa

LXX).

On this point R. B. Y.

Scott calls our attention to the fact that "a living link" or "vital
bond" is a more appropriate translation of the Hebrew original

( ·y1 n·~.,. ) . 9 This is precisely the sense in which Paul uses

&Ov lO'n'J~'

in Col. 1:17.
By alluding to the principle of cohesion Paul asserts Christ's
primacy and superiority in the cosmological spheres.

This is, moreover,

an expression of the universal lordship of Christ which the apostle emphasizes very much.

As Lightfoot points out, Christ as the one in whom

everything coheres "impresses upon creation that unity and solidarity
which makes it a cosmos instead of a chaos."

10

It is on account of

Christ that the creation.enjoys order, harmony and unity.
When Paul expounds the concept of the cosmic Christ he does not
minimize the significance of the person of Christ.

Instead, the apostle

9R. B. Y. Scott, "Wisdom in Creation: the 'Amon of .Prov. 8:30','"
Vetus Testamentum 10 (1960):213-23.
10J. B. Lightfoot,
St. Paul's Epistles to the Colossians and
.Philemon (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1974 Reprint), p. 156.
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,
says that Christ is before all things ( npo' nav't'oov

)

.

Both his pre-

existence and his primacy over all things are included in this phrase.
He enjoys superiority as well as chronologic al priority over creation.
The fact that he existed before the creation of the world

~ualifies

him

to be its sustainer also.
When it is said that the universe coheres in Christ, this does
not imply that the two are a unified whole.

Instead, the integrity and

identity of both Christ and creation are safeguarded by that statement.
The relationshi p between Christ and creation is not that of a hypostatic
On the contrary, the basis for such a union of Christ and God

union.

the Father is provided in Colossians as Paul writes, "in him the entire
fullness of deity dwells bodily" (2:9; compare 1:19).
Christ and the universe are not united with each other in terms
11
If
of a 'mystical union' either, as for example, Teilhard visualized.
that were the case, then his misconstrue d notion that the purpose of
Christian revelation is to build up a "Mystical Body' would also have to
be true.

Teilhard has built up the false hope that the material universe

would some day converge into consciousne ss and thus the 'cosmic' significance of Christ would be realized.
The coherence of all things in Christ must be explained as something which takes place in Christ.

This is important because not only

is the universe created in Christ and by Christ, but it also exists in
him.

By the same token, each individual object in the universe will keep

always the identity which it received at creation.
11
Supra, pp. 25-32.

Unity in this context

120
is best explained as the whole creation being knit together, with Christ
at the center, in such a way that the identity of each component is
still maintained as a distinct item.

In the setting of the community of

believers this unity may be understood as their fellowship with each
other in the unity of the spirit in the bond of peace

(E~h.

4:3).

Christ Is the Goal of Creation
We have noted that the origin and existence of the whole creation
is essentially a reflection of God's image in Christ.

Now we must also

state that the destiny of creation is determined by its relationship to
Christ since there is an eschatological dimension to that relationship.
The Colossian epistle makes it clear that creation finds its
goal in Christ.

The Christological hymn is a specific example in which

the whole creation is described as destined to return to Christ.
follows that the fullness ( nA~p~a
Christ.

12

It

~ of creation is achieved only in

It is Christ who brings everything to its final end ( ~SAO().

He alone has the capacity to bring each creature and all creation to its
1
goal according to God's purpose. 3
By itself, creation cannot return to its appointed goal because
it and man are the subjects of hostile powers.

14

It is clear from the

letter that the people at Colossae doubted whether the work of Christ
was really cosmic in its scope.

Paul addressed himself precisely to this

12
Allan D. Galloway, The Cosmic Christ (London: Nisbet & Co.,
19.51), pp. 49-.50.
l3John G. Gibbs, "Pauline Cosmic Christology," Journal of Biblical titerature 90 (1971):4?4.
14on hostile powers, see subsequent discussion, Infra, pp.

13.5.

I25-
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issue as he declared that the redeeming work of Christ was unlimited in
its power, its reach and in its worth.
Against this background, Paul exhorts his readers not to shift
from the hope of the Gospel, but to remain in this hope which is laid
up for them in heaven (1:23, see also 1:5).
of the final victory over everything.

In Christ they are assured

This Christ is present in them

in accordance with God's gracious plan.

Moreover, the Christ who is the

hope of glory is also the basis for their faith in the future.

Paul strikes another eschatologi cal note in the hymn when he
speaks about the resurrectio n of Christ.

According to the hymn Christ

rose from the dead in order that he might be pre-eminent in everything

( 1: 18) . Evidently, in spite of the his tori cal. event of Christ's resurrection, his supremacy over everything has not yet been established fully.

It is part of the mission of the church on earth to bring this task

to completion.

1

5

Paul clearly expresses the idea elsewhere that the whole creation finds its fulfillment only in Christ (Rom. 8:21-23).

This fact may

be further illustrated on the basis of the solidarity which Paul finds
between man and the rest of God's creation.

Accordingly , the redemption

which Christ brought for man must lead the whole of creation to deliverance.

Since the creation was designed to serve man it is being redeemed

to serve the redeemed man.

Hence the hope of creation to be released

from the bondage of corruption can be understood in the light of man's
redemption which has been achieved in Christ.

The kosmos can now expect

1 \:. Schweitzer, "Christ in the Letter to the Colossians, "
Review & Expositor 70 (1973):451-55.
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its liberation by way of a reconstitution after the catastrophe of the
final destruction.
It is in this light that we should understand Paul's exhortation
to the Colossian Christians to seek the things from above (3:1-4).

With

this introduction the apostle sets out to describe the new life of the
believers who have been raised with Christ.
The man in Christ possesses the victory which Christ won over the
'principalities and powers.'

For, Christ achieved this victory for men,

and it was won in the realm of the world where man is.

16 Furthermore,

as the church proclaims this victory in each age, it points to the Christ
who has redeemed man together with his environment.

Moreover, the be+

liever has the assurance that Christ leads creation to its final goal.
This assurance is based on the fact that he himself has died with Christ,
1
he has been buried with Christ and he has been raised with Christ. 7
The state of having been raised with Christ by baptism is the
beginning of the new life in Christ.

This life is actualized when the

Christian recognizes the lordship of Christ in his life and follows his
command.

18
Finally we must note that there is an appointed time for the

creation to reach its goal.

Paul states that the time of Christ's second

16R. S. Barbour, "Salvation and Cosmology:

The Setting of the
Epistle to the Colossians,u Scottish Journal of Theology 20 (1967):257-

71.
17cf.
ouvryyep&rJ,;e

&.neeave1:e

(2:20-3:3);

(2: 12) .

18Eduard Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, A Commentary on the
Epistle to the Colossians and to Philemon, trans. by Wm. R. Poehlmann and
R. J. Kanis, ed. by Helmut Koester, Hermeneia Series (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971), p. 132.
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1
coming is that moment. 9

This is the parousia in which all of creation
Those who

will receive final approval from God on account of Christ.

are in Christ will assume their new bodily existence after the pattern
of Christ's resurrection body.

The hidden glory of the new life will

then manifest itself under the supreme lordship of Christ.
Christ Is the Means of God's Revelation
One of the most outstanding characteristics of theCChristian
These

faith is that it is founded on trust in the mighty acts of God.

Paul prayed

acts represent God's self-giving and self-revealing nature.

unceasingly for the Colossian Christians that they might be filled with
the knowledge of God's will (1:9).

He also knew that the true knowledge

of God's will was that about His plan of salvation in Christ.

It fol-

ows that without Christ the saving truth of God would remain a mystery
( J.J.UO"t"f)p l OV

) •
,

Bornkamm

notes that the word was first used in apocalyptic literature.

In this

Regarding the Septuagint use of the word

context

t-J.U~p lOV

~uo-tTjp LOV

pointed to the eschatological mystery, he adds.

In

other words, mystery in the Septuagint represented "a concealed intimation of divinely ordained future

events whose disclosure and interpre-

tation is reserved for God alone" by way of an apocalypse.
It may be noted in passing that Jesus used
with his parabolic teaching of the kingdom.

20

t-J.U~ptovin

connection

Although this mystery of the

l9Col. 3:4; cf. Phil. 3:20, 21; 2 Thess. 1:10; l Cor. 15:12-28;
2 Cor. 5:1-4.
20
G. Bornkamm, "tJ.uO"tTjptov ," TDNT 4:814-15.
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divine rule was concealed from some by means of parables, it was dis. . l es. 21
cl osed t o th e d lSClp
In the Pauline corpus the term
Christ and the message of his kingdom.

l-I.U~p tov

is firmly linked with

In the letter to the Colossians

22
Paul states that Christ is the content of the mystery of God.

Address-

ing those who are in search of certain superior wisdom he asserts that
Ac-

in Christ are hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge (2:2).

cordingly, Christ is the means by which created beings can understand
the inner workings of God's grace.
To understand creation fully one must comprehend Christ.

Under-

standing Christ is passed on to each generation by the proclamation of
the gospel.

The gospel which is complete in itself and universal in

its application declares that the Gentiles too can now know God's revelation in Christ.

It is the desire and purpose of Paul to announce this

message to all people (4:J).
That Christ is the means of God's revelation is further elucidated by Paul as he writes, ~'for in him [Christ] the entire fullness of
the deity dwells bodily" (2:9).

By the above statement he rules out all

speculations about cosmic powers and angelic intermediaries.

For Christ

alone embodies the fullness of God in his one human person.

He illumines

God's mysteries to creation, even as he himself is the image of God
(1:15).
21
on the mystery of the parabolic teaching of Jesus, see J.
Jeremias, Parables of the Kingdom~ 2nd rev. ed. (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1972). Acconiing to Jeremias, "the parables, like all the
words of Jesus, announce no special secrets, but only the one secret of
the kingdom of God" (p. 18).
22
Lightfoot, p. 174; Lohse, p. 164.
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Other letters of Paul also express the fact that salvation is the
purpose of God's revelation in Christ.

For example, in the concluding

doxology of Romans, the apostle mentions this purpose as bringing all
nations to the obedience of faith by way of a mystery hidden from ages
past (16:25-26).

The first letter to the Corinthians indicates that

this revelation is made possible by God through the Holy Spirit (2:7-13).
Again, the letter to Ephesians brings out the cosmic nature of this reAccording to it God's great plan for the salvation of man and

velation.

the restoration of all things can be known only by way of His revelation
2
in Christ. 3

By

way of recapitulation, let us note that, according to Colos-

sians, Jesus Christ represents God's decisive revelation.

He is the

mediator of creation; and he leads the whole creation to its appointed
goal.

The relationship between God and creation is determined by the

relationship between creation and Christ.

Christ occupies a distinctive

position in the origin, existence and destiny of all created objects.
His significance for human existence is so resolute that in him Hall
lines of God's relation with men and men's with God are found to be
meeting. "

24

Christ and the Cosmic Powers
According to Colossians man and creation are subject to a number
of cosmic powers.
2

These powers are presented by various terms such as

3Eph. 1:9; 3:3-5, 9, 10; 6:19.

24

c.

F. D. Moule, The Origin of Christology (London: Cambridge
University Press, 1977), p. 152.
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apxai

and sometimes even as ayyeAOl

25 To describe'the exact nature of

these powers is not simple, for the New Testament nowhere provides a
clear picture of them.

Nevertheless, it is evident that these forces

in some way oppose God's creation and therefore must be resisted. 26
Nowhere in his writings does Paul attempt a systematic description of these powers; neither does he rank them according to function
. .
27
and m1ss1on.

However, he often warns his readers that these powers

are realities against which they must contend (Rom. 8:38, 39; Eph. 6:
12).

He also gives them the assurance that all these powers will ulti-

mately be subjected to Christ (l Cor. 15:24).
Even the casual reader must be able to notice in Eaul's letters
the frequent mention of these powers.

The terms ·~'-principalities and

) often appear as a pair.
uses them both in the singular and in the plural. 28

Also, Paul

Other names to be

noted are 'powers' ( 5ova~e'~ ), 'lordships' ( xoplo~e~) and thrones
2

5Col. 1:13, 16; 2:8, 10, 15, 18, 20.

26
on the subject of cosmic powers, see Hendrik Berkhof., Christ
and the Powers, trans. by J. H. Yoder (Pennsylvania: Herald Press, 1962);
George B. Caird, .Principalities and Powers,,·A Study in Pauline Theology
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956); Henrich Schlier, Principalities and
Powers In the New Testament (New York: Herder & Herder, 1961); E. Gordon
Rupp, Princi alities and Powers Studies in the Christian Conflict in
History (London: Epworth Press, 1952 •
2 7Martin H. Scharlemann, "The
Secret of God's Plan," Concordia
Theological Monthly 40 (1969):539; J. Y. Lee, "Interpreting the Demonic
Power in Pauline Thought," Novum Testamentum 12 (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1970), p. 55; Schlier, p. 13.
28

2:5.

l Cor. 15:24; Eph. 1:21; Col. 2:10; Eph. 3:10; 4:12; Col. 1:16,
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(

epovo l

lords (

) •29

Besides these, Paul also speaks of "many gods and many

SeoL noA.A.o1 xa.l,,_iuplol noA.A.o~ (l Cor. 8:5).
For our purposes we must note those powers which have cosmic in-

fluence.

Paul designates them in various ways such as "the world rulers

of this darkness ( XOOlJ.OXpa,;ope~ ,;oo ax6't"ou~ ,;ou,;ou
"the elements of the world" (

, Eph. 6: 12),

,;a cn-o l xe t a ,;ou xo O'J.l.OU
N

'

IW

,

Col. 2:8),

"rulers of the present age" (

, l Cor. 2:

8), and the god of this age" (

, 2 Cor.

4:4).
Repeated references to these phenomena in the letters of Paul
lead us to the conclusion that his readers were well aware of what these
names entailed.

It is also possible that these ideas had a place in

30
Judaism, particularly in Jewish apocalyptic writings.

They have some

basis in the Old Testament, too.
In the Old Testament these non-human forces of evil are pictured
as God's opponents.

The He brew word

\.!11'l which means ' the opposing one'

'l
I -

i

or 'the one who acts as an adversary' represents these forces.3l

Other

references illustrate that the same word is used to indicate the kingdom
of evil forces.

It is not limited to a proper name.3

2

The apocryphal Wisdom of Solomon blames the devil as the one who
brought death into the world.

That is, the author of Wisdom identifies

the serpent of Genesis 3 with Satan.

The lines read:

29 Rom. 8:38; l Cor. 15:24; Eph. 1:21; Col. 1:16; Eph. 1:21.
3°Schlier, p. 13.
3l1 Kings 11:23, 25; 1 Sam. 29:4; 2 Sam. 19:22; Ps. 109:6.
321 Sam. 39:4, 2 Sam. 19:22; l Chron. 21:1; Job 1:2; Ps. 109:6;
Zech. 3:1.

For ·God c:reated- man for in~~:rruption and ma.O.e him in the image of
his own ·eternity. But ·through the devil' s envy death entered the
world; an4 those who belong to his party experience it (2:23-24
RSV).
By way of difference, according to Paul, it was not the devil but
man's sin which brought death into the world (Rom. 5:17; 6:23).
In the pseudepigrapha the activities of Satan are depicted in a
more graphic way.

For example, the Book of Enoch presents him as the

ruler of a rival kingdom of evil.

Moreover, the demonic beings are said

to have been the offspring of the fallen angels in Genesis 6 who lusted
after the daughters of men.

The function of these beings is threefold:

namely, to tempt to evil, to accuse the inhabitants of the earth and to
punish the condemned.33

In the Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs these

Satanic forces are associated with cruelty, lying and hatred.3

4

The documents of the Dead Sea community describe the evil forces
in a very similar way.

Moreover, this community saw the fate of these

powers in an eschatological light.
the War Scroll that God has

As a case in point, it is said in

appo~nted

a day of final battle between the

sons of darkness and the sons of light, the former denoting the powers
of evil and the latter the elect people of God.35
What has been discussed above must serve as sufficient ground to
say that ideas about Satanic and cosmic powers were not strange to the
33The Secrets of Enoch 29:4; The Book of Enoch 16; 40; 69:4-6.
References are to R. H., Charles, The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of
the Old Testament in Eng.lish, Vol. 2 of 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1913).
34Test. Dan 3:6; 5:6; 6:1; Test. Gad 4:6.
35Theodore H. Gaster, The Dead Sea Scri ture with Anal tical
Index (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday Publishing Co., 1976, pp. 400, 428.
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people of the first Christian century.

Accordingly , the use of these

and similar concepts in the Pauline writings must be understood as part
of his attempt to communicate effectively to the people the centrality
of Christ in everything including these powers.
The Colossian corresponde nce itself contains several expressions
which are similar to some of the powers mentioned above.

In one place

Paul praises God who made us partakers of the inheritance of the "saints
in light" by delivering us from the "authority of darkness"

(1:12-13).

Paul's perspective on these powers, however, was new and different.
understood them as beings which attack creation.

He

He knew that God, in

accordance with the divine economy of salvation, was in control of the
work and function of these powers in the universe.

He was convinced that

the existence of these powers in a permissive sense depended on Christ

(1:16).
There is a close connection between these powers and sin, according to Paul.

When he speaks of the deliverance from the dominion of

darkness, he also speaks in the same breath about the forgiveness of sins,
which is redemption

(1:13-14). In a different context Paul repeats the

thought that "the principalit ies and powers" have no hold over us be...,.
cause of the cross of Christ which he endured for the forgiveness of
sins

(2:13-15).
That sin is an ubiquitous power threatening mankind is a central

thought in Paul.
(

xev1:pov

Elsewhere the apostle describes it as the sting

) of death

(1 Cor. 1.5:.56).

In fact, the whole humanity is

under the power of sin because of Adam's rebellion (Rom.

3:9; 7:14-23).
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The tyrannizing power of sin subordinates all men to death (Rom. 5:1221; 8-10).

Therefore man is enslaved by sin and its conse~uence,

death. 36
The cosmic powers become the instruments of evil and sinful activities in the world when sin and the law begin to interact with each
other in the human will.

This does not mean that in Paul's opinion the

law itself is hostile to the purposes of God.37

On the other hand, he

points out that sin has distorted the law and· its proper use.

Accord-

8
ingly, the law cannot liberate man from the bondage of sin.3

Here,

Paul departs from Judaism, which viewed the Torah as the means which
man uses to fend off and oppose sin and all evil.39
The lordship of the powers over man has cosmic repercussions,
just like the sin of Adam.

It follows that the whole universe shares

with man the slavery under these powers.

According to Rom. 8:20, 21,

creation has been subjected to IJ.Cl't"a LO'ti"]<;

, which means

"emptiness," "purposelessness," or "vanity" is here synonymous with
from which creation is to be freed eventually.
this is true, the

f.lO.'t"O.lO"trl'

If

may very well include false gods and

6
3 J. A. T. Robinson, The Body, A Study in Pauline Theology
(:Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1952), p. 37.
37cal·ro , pp. 51 - 52 •
38Rom. 3:20; 4:15; 7:7-23; 10:1-5; Gal. 2:6; 3:11.
39See also Sirach 15:4-8; Wisdom 6:16-20.

131
false lords ( l Cor. 8:6). 40

In a word, and in consequence, the entire

universe stands in dire need of deliverance and redemption. 41
Paul refers to these hostile powers as realities against which
the Christian must defend himself (Eph. 6:12).

The fact that some of

them are called "angels," "princes" and even 'gods' indicates that they
enjoy an independent existence as beings of their own.

Their chief,

Satan, is also known as the adversary and the destroyer, as we observed
earlier~

As Schlier points out, "They manifest themselves as beings of

intellect and will which can speak and be spoken to.

They are something

which is capable of purposeful activities." 43
The apostle did not doubt the existence of these beings as independent entities.

To the Corinthian Christians he wrote that they

should shun any fellowship with 'demons' (l Cor. 10:21).
in Eph. 6:12, their abode is in "the heavenly

places~."

As mentioned
Moreover, they

seek to dominate men and are constantly engaged in a fierce battle against God's created order.
We have noted that these powers were also part of God's creation
(Col. 1:16, see also Rom. 8:38-39).

According to Paul Christ has

brought the domination of these beings to an end (Col. 1:19, 20). 43
Just as these objects were brought into existence by God through Christ,
so also they have been disarmed in and through his cross and resurrection.

40

Gibbs, p. 43.

41
Martin H. Scharlemann, "The Scope of the Redemptive Task,"
Concordia Theological Monthly 26 (1965):296.

42
Schlier, p. 18
4
\erkhof, p. 36.
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According ly, the powers which lord it over creation are subjected to the
lordship of Christ.

As Gibbs observes,

the lordship of Christ is not limited merely to those who acknowledge it, for his lordship over all things was being exercised
through his mediators hip in the work of creation befpre he became,
or was made, the Mediator in the work of redemptio n.44
Christ's lordship over the powers has eschatolo gical significa nce.
He says that Christ has

Paul uses three verbs to express this truth.

"disarmed " them, "made a public example" of them and has "triumphe d over'''
them.
Formerly they were almost universal ly venerated by Jew and Gentile as the most basic or ultimate realities ( ~otxe1a

) of the world.

But now Christ's encounter with them unmasked their false identity and
stripped them of their power over mankind.

Christ's victory over the

cross was God's seal of approval on his victory over the powers.

His

resurrect ion manifeste d that "in Christ God has challenge d the powers,
has penetrate d into their territory , and has displayed that he is strong4
er than they." 5
The powers can no longer prevail over the community which experGod has put everythin g under Christ's

iences God's redemptio n in Christ.

feet and has made him head over all things.
strength of the powers has no lasting effect.

Therefore , the apparent
As Cullmann observes,

the history of these powers have been subjected to the history of
salvation .

Christ has completed the work of redemptio n at the mid-

46
. h"lS t ory.
. t ln
poln
44
Gibbs, p. 63

4

~erkhof,

p. 39.

46oscar Cullmann, Christ and Time, The Primitive Christian ,
Gonce tion of Time and Histor, trans. by Floyd V. Filson, 2nd ed.
Philadelp hia: Westmins ter Press, 1950), p. 104.
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What has been described above may be summed up as follows:

According to Paul, God

powers have a definite place in God's creation.
created them in, through, and for ( l,v, 6(,

The

&t,)

Christ (Col. 1:16).

They have a significant place in God's plan of redemption as the enemy
from which men are liberated also.
over these powers.

As Paul says, Christ has triumphed

Consequently, Christ's lordship extends over them,

too (Col. 1:20; 2:15).
At the beginning of the present survey we said that the Christian
ought to resist these powers.

Now we must note that "the elements of the

world," the principalities, and so forth, do not merely possess powers,
but they are themselves powers.

They constitute power in such a way that

they become an ally to the enemies of creation.
in terms of personhood.

In fact, they are power

On this issue Schlier's comment is worth noting:

They are pure power, not merely the power of the universe as such;
they are power, pure and simple, not the power of space, time or
existence in general or of the void. They are power, capacity,
dominion in person; they are the personified essence of power,
capacity, etc.47
It is important to note that Christ through his cross and resurrection has triumphed over the cosmic powers.

Consequently these powers,

which are part of chaos, have been divested of their dominion over the
cosmos.

As Barrett observes,

It is clearly implied, though not specifically stated, that these
beings rebelled against their Maker and his Agent; the good creation
has gone wrong, and an element in its preservation which ne~§ed to
be put right was the revolt of spiritual powers and angels.
4

7Schlier, p. 20.

8; K:

48

Barrett, From First Adam to Last (New York: Charles
Scribner's Sons, 1962), p. ll.
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The whole of creation can rejoice in Christ now that he has
triumphed over these powers.

All things material or immaterial ha.Ye

been put right, including "those created beings that from their super-

4
ior rank had been or might be set in rivalry with the Son." 9
Since Christ,

th~ough

his cross, has put all creation right, by

him a new creation is called into being.
of reconciliat ion in Christ.50

Reconciliat ion (Col. 1:20) is resti-

tution to a previous order of things.
laid

This is implied in God's act

It follows that in Christ God has

the foundation for a peaceful relationshi p between Him and His

creation.
of things.

Peace, evidently, was characteris tic of the original order
It was the sin of man which destroyed this harmony.

Because

Christ has conquered sin, the community of believers, as the company of
the redeemed and forgiven people, has the assurance of living in peace.
An understandi ng of the cosmic powers is very important for an
appreciatio n of the theme of the cosmic Christ.

Those who doubt or deny

the existence of true powers, in the final analysis, also fail to admit
that man is a sinner and that his sins have cosmic consequence s.

Ac-

cordingly they deny the significanc e of Christ and his cross for the
whole of the created onier.
Our study has shown that no part 0f God's creation has been left
untouched by the deceptive activities of these powers.

Satan and all

his angels attempt to dominate not only individuals but also societies
and nations.

But we noted that Christ's lordship extends over all these

49Lightfoot, p. 152.
5°see discussion on "Reconcilia tion," Supra, pp. 106-108.
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"personif ied essences" of powers.

Moreover, his victory on the cross has

been his triumph over these evil forces.
The victory which Christ achieved through his cross and resurrection indicates his triumph also over man's sin and death.

Acconiing -

ly, through the cross Christ has achieved for man redemptio n from sin
and all its consequen ces.

Those who receive the message of this redemp-

tion through his Woni and Sacramen ts arecalled to be his body which is
the church.

In the

fo~llowing

section we shall consider in some detail

the relations hip between Christ and his church.
Christ and His Church
In the first part of the great Christolo gical hymn in Colossian s
the apostle Paul emphasize d the fact that the whole of creation was
dependen t on Christ, and that Christ was God's agent who brought the
cosmos into being.

In the second half of the same

~~mn,

however, the

apostle indicates that there is also a unique relations hip between Christ
and his church.

This is built on Christ's redemptiv e work which cul-

minated in his cross and resurrect ion.

The motive behind the cross and

resurrect ion has been to bring the new creation into being.
as the visible

~anifestation

The church

of the new creation, has ben entrusted with

the specific task of proclaimi ng to the <world .this. mighty '.cict of God in
Christ.
In the pages which follow, we shall examine the concept of the
new creation in Christ, the mission of the church to all nations and the
hope for the future which marks the second coming of Christ.

We shall

also outline certafun concepts such as the centralit y of the cross, and
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the forgiveness of sins as they are directly related to the new creation
in Christ.
New Creation in Christ
The new creation is anooverarching theme in the Pauline epistles. 51
x~Ccrt'

It must be noted that the apostle uses the exact words
only twice in his writings (2 Cor. 5:17 and Gal. 6:15).

"
Xal V'Yl

In both

these instances he alludes to the fact that in Christ God has brought
ooout a new creation or a new order of existence.

In the following sur-

vey we will note how this thought affects man as well as the cosmos.
We noted that the idea of the new creation is implied, though
not explicitly stated, in many different places in the Pauline Corpus.5

2

In l Cor. 7:31, for example, the apostle exhorts the Christianssto live
as if they had nothing to do with the world.
hortation he says that the form (~op~~
away.

To substantiate this ex) of this world is passing

The consideration that fuhe time of this world is short implies

that the place of the present order of things will be taken over by the
new creation.

This new creation, however, will not be a fresh start, but

the old made new.

It is not a

v~a

but a

53

In this connection it is appropriate to take note of the two observations which Scroggs makes about the Pauline concept of new creation.
5lCf. N. A. Dahl, "Christ, Creation, and the Church," in The Background of the New Testament and its Eschatology, ed. by W. D. Davis and
D. Daube (Cambridge: University Press, 1956), pp. 422-43.
2
5 For example: Rom. 8:18-22; l Cor. 7:31; Eph.:;. 1:9-10, 20-23;
2:1-2, 3:10, 18-19; 5:21-6:12; Col. 1:15-20; 2:9, 10, 15; 3:24-25.
53J. A. T. Robinson, p. 82.
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The first observation is that Paul may not have faced the question whether
the new creation is simply a return to the conditions of the original
creation, .or whether it· implies something superior'.,· According to Scrogg,
neither Paul nor his contemporaries were forced to describe the original
perfection of creation within the limits of the Old Testament.54

More-

over, "Jewish theology often used more 'super-historical concepts' than
those found in the Old Testament to describe the content of the original
perfection. u55
As the second point

Sc~oggs

term 'new creation' as a metaphor.
a truly new creature.

suggests that Paul does not use the
In Pauline thought man in Christ is

Furthermore, "the reality of this new creation

is nothing more and nothing less than a final restoration to that truly
6
human reality God has always desired for men."5
Paul's use of the concept of new creation is also related to his
understanding of the image of God.

In Col. 1:15 the apostle states

that Christ is the image of the invisible God.5?

At the same time,

those who are in Christ become the image of God.

In fact, they are to

be fashioned (

mS~opcpot;

) after the image of Christ who is God's

image (Rom. 8:29).
In Col. 3:10 Paul urges the believers to put on the new nature
Which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator.

54Robin Scroggs, The Last Adam, A Study in Pauline Theology

(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), p. 62.

55Ibid., p. 62-63.

6
5 Ibid., pp. 63-64.

57see also 2 Cor. 4:4; Phil. 2:6.
ject, see Supra, pp. 91-94.

For a discussion on the sub-
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The phrase

11

put on the new nature" is an exhortation to put on "the re-

generate man formed: after Christ."5

8

In this sense it indicates God's

act of new creation in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17; Gal. 6:15).

Furthermore,

as the apostle wrote to the Ephesians, this new creation is the result
of Christ's work of reconciliation by which he abolished in his flesh
the law of commandments and ordinances (Eph. 2:15).
According to rabbinic tradition there is a close connection between the creation of man and the giving of the law.

In fact, later

Judaism taught that the two tablets of law were created on the sixth day,
the day on which man was created.

Furthermore, the righteousness of God

was to be sought in the Torah since God Himself revealed His glory in
the "letter11 of the Torah.59
Paul responds to this tendency in Judaism by saying that this is
a mistaken understanding of the Torah.

° For Paul it is in the Gospel,

6

or more precisely, it is in Christ, that the glory of God is revealed
(2 Cor. 4:4).

Consequently, the community of believers in Christ stands

in contrast to the people of the synagogue.

Whereas the former can

see the glory of God in Christ, the latter have veils over their minds
(2 Cor. 3:16).

It is the believer in Christ who is changed into the

likeness of Christ (2 Cor. 3:18).

This "image" is bestowed on him since

he has been reconciled to God on account of the cross of Christ.
58Lightfoot, p. 215.
59Sirach 11:3-4; Jubilees 7:20; 20:2; Test. Levi 13:5-7; I Baruch
2:9; 4 Ezra 8:12.
60rn 2 Cor. 3:7-19 Paul explicitly states that the splendor of
the Torah was short-lived.
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Reconciliation in Christ
In the Colossian epistle the reconciling act of Christ is central to the thought of the new creation (1:20, 22).

Apparently, what-

ever Judaism claimed for the Torah, Paul now claims for Christ; only
Paul understands Christ to be superior even to the Torah.
taught that the Torah was theiimage of God.

Judaism never

But for Paul Christ is the

pattern after whom the new man is created in righteousness to be the
image of God (Col. 3:10).

Torah by itself was incapable of establish-

ing the right relationship between God and man; for on the basis of the
Law, righteousness was an unattainable goal.

61 But Paul asserts that

the death of Christ reconciled man with God.
No adequate understanding of the new creation is possible except
in the context of God's reconciling act in Christ.

Reconciliation (in

the sense of restitution to the original order of things), according
to Paul, is the product of the peace established between God and creation through the blood of Christ.

Just as Christ is the agent of crea-

tion itself, so also is he God's agent in the act of new creation.

The

new creation is an outcome of the reconciliation which Christ achieved
on the cross.
Our letter Estates that there is no need to improve or supplement
what God has accomplished through Christ's cross.

There is no superior

knowledge or revelation to be sought which can add to this unique act.
The one thing to know, and to be made known is that through the cross the

61 H. J. Schoeps, Paul:

The Theology of the Apostle in the Light
of Jewish Religious History (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, c. 1961),
pp. 281-83.
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hostility between God and creation has been brought to an end.

The cross

testifies to the fact that Christ is the "Lord of reconciliat ion."

62

The

appropriate s this reconciliat ion to himself by way of baptism

be!bieuex:-~

and faith.
At this juncture it is important to note that the cross of Christ
is God's way of redeeming His creation.

The word redemption (anolo't"pCOO"l {)

6
means basically "liberation from imprisonmen t and bondage." 3

In Paul's

epistles it is stated at times that redemption has already taken place.
For example, in 1 Corinthians we read that Christ has become our redemption (1:30).
.

ness of slns.

Redemption according to Paul means nothing less than forgive64

Paul describes sin (d~pT(a ) as a power which entered the world
because of Adam~!;s disobedienc e (Rom. 5: 12).

He also mentions the fact

that the cross of Christ divested sin of its power (Rom. 8:3).

Moreover,

Christ was made to be sin for us so that in him we might become the
righteousne ss of God (2 Cor. 5:21).

This is perhaps the most tangible

way of explaining the cross of Christ as God's way of redeeming us.
in Christ did what the Jewish law failed to do.

God

God has accomplishe d

redemption in Christ.
It is in baptism that a life of redemption is appropriate d to
and by the individual.

The fact of being baptized into Christ includes

both a burial and a resurrectio n with him (Col. 2:11).
62
6

These two acts

Schwetizer, p. 451.

3Friedrich Buchsel, "c!nolu't"pCJ.x:nt;

~~~'

TDNT 4:351-!§6.

64
col. 1:13, 14; 2:13; See also Eph. 1:7.
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are describe d elsewhe re as putting off the·;old self and putting on the
Everyon e who has been baptized into Christ has been raised

new (3:10).

with him to a new life.

In other words, the new creation has already be-

This kind of life is constan tly renewed in order
6
for it to be conforme d to the image of the one who created it. 5 The
gun in such a person.

new man is created and sustaine d in each baptized individu al after the
pattern of Christ who is the "prototy pe and ground- plan of the renewal ."
The apostle continue s his discuss ion of redempt ion in the sense
of forgiven ess of sins at Col. 2:13-15 .

It could very well be that here

he is making use of what appears to be a fragmen t of a hymnic confession.67

Apparen tly .Paul did this, as Lohse points out, "because it

clearly expresse s what was for him the essenti al connect ion between for" 68 I n
·
. . 1·l t les.
. t ory over the powers and prlnclpa
.
.
a nd VlC
s of slns
glvenes
fact, Christ' s submiss ion to the cross and resurrec tion entailed also
the establis hment of his lordship over the princip alities and powers.
Two points follow from the above.

First, on the cross

erased the certific ate of debt ( xe,p6yp af0v

Ch~ist

) which stood against man.

Secondl y, he stripped the princip alities and powers of their power.
Thus, Christ has won forgiven ess of sin and freedom: . from the tyranny of
6

5col. 3:1, 10; see also Rom. 6:11; 13:14; Ga. 3:27.

66

Ralph Martin, Colossia ns and Philemo n, New Century Bible
(London: Oliphan ts, Marshal l, Morgan and Scott, 1974), pp. 107-108 .
670n
of the Wor,ld
Lohse,
68

Lohse, p. 107.

66
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the powers.
complete.

The salvation which Christ brings, therefore, is total and
No part of the cosmos can be or has been redeemed without the

cross of Christ.
On account of his victory over sin and the powers, Christ is the
source of the new creation.

In Ephesians 2:15, which is similar to Col.

1:15 in many respects, it is said that Christ shed his blood in order
that he might create a new man.

Evidently Paul believed that in Christ

the new Genesis had already begun.

Christ for Paul is the second Adam

who calls the new creation into existence.

In him

~re

healed the divi-

6

sions caused by man's sin. 9
This concept that Christ is the second Adam goes back to the
Old Testament and to Jewish tradition.

° Furthermore,

kingly figure. 7

Judaism taught that Adam was a

it was said he had sinned and was stripped

of the glorious garment which he had before. 71

For Paul, however, Jesus

Christ in his human nature was themman that God had intended Adam to be
originally.

Christ did all that Adam failed to do.

Christ brought

life in the place of the death which Adam's sin brol']ght.

Christ exhibits

fully and completely the image of God whereas Adam failed to be God's
image.
According to Paul, therefore, the new creation is anchored to
the cross of Christ.

It is on the cross that the great mystery of God's

69Richardson, p. 243.

According to the Rabbinic Midrash on Gen.

30:14, he who brings a Gentile near God is as though he created him.
702 Enoch 30:12. Genesis R. 19:4. See also the references to
Christ's kingship in the Gospels. For example, Mark 15:2, 9, 12, 17, 18,
19, 26, 32.
71Gen. R. 20, 12; Ex. R. 32, 1; Sanh. 38.
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eternal plan of salvation was fully revealed. The cross crippled the
The cross is

cosmic powers and brought to an end the tyranny of sin.

the means by which God restored peace between both Himself and the created order.

Consequently, the power of sin which separated man from his

creator has been removed.

The church, therefore, as the community on

earth of forgiven sinners is called upon to proclaim to all nations the
message of the cross.
Mission To All Nations
It must be stated that in his letffiers Paul generally uses the
to denote the local congregation.
,

'\.
I
&XXI\.T)O"la

h owever,

believers in Christ. u

In Colossians,

represents the "universal church, the community of
The church is the body of Christ which grows con-

tinually, nourished and supported by its head (1:18; 2:9).

in our epistle Paul argues that, since all things were created
in Christ and cohere in him, it is also the ultimate destiny of all
things to return to him (1:15-20).

This return of all things to Christ

takes place through his body which is the church (2:19).

Hence there

is a tremendous urgency for the church to engage in the great missionary task.

The job of the church is to proclaim the gospel all over the
earth.

Paul sees the faith of the church in a worldwide context right

from the beginning of the letter (1:6).

72
.
f rul. t a nd gr0Wlng.
.
b earlng

According to him the gospel is

The time allotted in this world for the

72 rt must be noted that Pauluuses
a6~av61J.&vov

in v.6 as well as in v. 10.

xapno<;popOUIJ.&VOV

xal'
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church is the time to proclaim the gospel.

Proclaimation takes place in

the life of thellocal congregation as well as when the word is preached
to those outside the church.73
Paul rejoices in his suffereings for the sake of bringing the
Gospel to all creatures.

In fact he ventures to say that in his flesh

he completes what is lacking in Christ's afflictions (1:24).

In this

conncetion the use of the verb av't'avanA.T')p6oo has causeddconsiderable difficulty to interpret.7

4

That the redemptive suffering and death of Christ

are complete in themselves is indicated in our letter on several occasfu<Dns;'i\ 75

Accordingly, as Moule points out in his commentary on Colossians,

the phrase 'what is lacking' should be understood as 'what is yet to be
6
shared' or 'what is still due to us.•7

In other words, for Paul to

share in Christ's sufferings is the privilege of those who are incorporated into the church which is Christ's body.
Furthermore, this particular use of the word indicates that there
is an eschatological dimension to the suffering of the Christian.

In

this respect, the more the apostle suffers in the course of his ministry
before the purposes of God are complete, the greater is his contribution
to hasten the second coming of Christ by virtue of filling up what still
73This is comparable to Jesus' injunction to preach the Gospel
of the kingdom to all nations. Matt. 24:14; 28:19; Mark 13:10, andsso
forth.
74For a survey of different approaches to this problem see C. F.
D. Maule, The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Colssians and to Philemon (Cambridge: University Press, 1957), p. 76.

75Col. 1:14, 20, 22; 2:13-14.
6
7 Moule, Colossians, p. 76.
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has to be endured.? ?

Conseque ntly, that which is 'still lacking' is the

suffering of the Lord's personal witnesses for the purpose of inviting
all people into his church.7S
Those who respond to this invitatio n are called to be part of the
community where Christ is all and in all.
ter the image of Christ (3:10).

They put on the new nature af-

It is through baptism that each person

comes to this new life, as we noted earlier.

That is, in baptism, the

new life which Christ achieved through his death and resurrect ion is bestowed upon the believer.

Baptism therefore signifies that, in order to

attain the new life, a person cannot and need not do anything alongside
or in addition to Christ.
The church must be firmly rooted and establish ed in Christ before it begins to witness to others.

As a prefatory admonitio n in this

regard, Paul exhorts the Colossian s to build in Christ the growing structure of their Christian life (2:.5-7).

Christ and his gospel is themes-

sage the church can offer the world, for in him are hid alltthe treasures of wisdom and knowledge (2:3).

According ly, the 6hm:rch alone:qua-~

lifies to bring to the world the true revelatio n of lasting wisdom and
knowledge .
On the part of the church the apostle expects certain order and
firmness of faith as these are essential for the faithful proclamat ion
of the Christian message.

The words

ginally had military associati on.
??Ibid.
78scweitzer , p. 463.

~a~''

ori-

Conseque ntly, for the missionar y task
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of church, they signify an orderly formation and firm front which originate from faith in Christ.79
Mission in this sense grows out of God's woid.

The church there-

fore is called to a life in the word of Christ (3:lb).

The unique privi-

lege of the church to live in the word is demonstrated by the exercise
of forgiveness, love, peace and thanksgiving (9:12-17).

Paul's choice

of these terms evidently is governed by the qualities which in the first
place are applicable to God's attitudes and actions.

80

These qualities

may also be seen as indicative of the impact of Christ's coming into the
world.

For, his incarnation and his self-offering on the cross provided

"a paradigm of a life-style to which the believer henceforth conforms."
G~d

81

has called a special people to pass on this word to others.

These are the chosen holy and beloved people of God.

The words

exlex~o\,

, indicate that God out of His grace has
called the church into being in order that through it He might accomplish
His purposes for all people.

As Lightfoot points out, these terms are

"transferred from the Old Covenant to the New, from Israel after the
flesh to Israel after the Spirit. "

82

The church of the New Testament

therefore is the living witness to God's act of salvation.
The apostle notes that proclamation of the Word must be backed
by prayer (4:3).

It is true from the immediate context of the letter

79Moule, Colossians, p. 89.
80

See also Rom. 12:1, 15:7-8; 2 Cor. 1:3; Eph. 5:2, 29; Col. 3:13.

81
82

Mar t'ln, p. 112 •

Lightfoot, p. 221.
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that Paul asked the Colossians to pray for his release and that of his
companions from prison.

At the same time, Paul longed for release in

order to be able to continue the proclamation of the mystery of Christ.
In fact, he wanted his readers to pray for him and the fellow:prisoner s
so that God may open to them a door for the word.

The Christian Church,

therefore, is called to be diligent in praying unceasingly for the spre,adingoof the Word.
Finally, we must note that the message which the church presents
to the world is one of hope.

Paul states that this hope is laid up in

heaven for those who believe in Christ (1:5).

Moreover, it is the be-

lievers who will be able to cherish fully this hope since they will appear in glory with Christ who is the hope of glory (3:4; see also 1:27).
The gospel is the only means by which people can begin to experience
the hope of being with Christ eternally.
It is typically Pauline to use the triad of faith,hhope and love
as it appears in

Colossians~ 8 3 We must particularly note that in all

these instances faith is

~entioned

first.

Certainly faith, according to

Paul, is the source of Christian life; and faith is grounded on the person and work of Christ.

As Lohse summarizes:

faith bases itself on the unique, eternally valid Christ-event, and
confesses its binding power; love is active in the present in that
it is extended to all the ~aints • • • (and) hope is directed to the
8
anticipated consummation.
The implications of theCenristian hope, however, should not be
interpreted as confined to the future only.
8

3Col.

84

Maule's observation that

1:4~5; l Cor. 13:13; l Thess. 1:3;

Lohse, p. 17.

5:8; Titus 2:2.
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hope is a "potent incentive for here and now" explains the relevance of
8
hope for the present day. 5

Elsewhere the apostle himself states that

the hope he calls our attention to is that of salvation (l Thess. 5:8).
Hope in this sense brings stability and motivation to a life with Christ
in the present.
Our appraisal of the topic "Christ and His Church" according
to the Colossian hymn, may be smmmarized as follows:

The relationship

between Christ and his churchiis different from that of the one between
him and the rest of creation.

The church is the covenant people of God.

It is in the church that God's eternal plan of redemption becomes a living experience.

The focus of this experience is the cross of Christ.

The believer in Christ has this experience appropriated to himself as
he is declared forgiven on the merits of Christ's death and resurrection.
The communitycof believers, the church, is called to declare to all the
world the message of God's redemption in Christ.
Summary
In this chapter we have discussed in some detail some aspects
of the theme of the cosmic Christ as Paul presented it in the great
Christological hymn in Colossians 1:15-20.

Our intent has been to derive

an adequate Scriptural basis for a discussion on the cosmic dimensions
of Christ's person and work.
In the first part of the present chapter, we pointed out that
the whole universe would have no life without Christ.

He is the source,

the means of existence, and the goal of everything that has been created.
8 5Moule, Colossians,
p.

50.
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Accordingly the entire creation depends on Christ, and the very existence
of the universe is proof to the fact that it coheres in Christ.
The second part was deMoted to an understanding of the nature and
work of the cosmic powers.

We have concluded that they are real powers

and therefore have to be resisted by Christians.
their very existence depends on Christ.
them of their power.

We have also noted that

Through his •Cross he has stripped

Moreover, they are not worthy of veneration, and

their apparent domain over creation has been brought to an e,:fu<fr.
Christ and his church have been the point of discussion in the
third part of the present chapter.

We have seen that the place of the

church of Christ in the entire creation is unique.

In the church the

great mysteries of God are revealed as the gospel is proclaimed and the
forgiveness of sins is received.

The church also has been sustained as

the means by which God's act of redemption in Christ is proclaimed to
all the world.
In a word, we have concluded that the whole of creation has
belled against its creator on account of man's sin.

re~

Since Christ has

taken that sin upon himself and has suffered the consequence of sin on
the cross, all creation is offered freedom from the bondage of sin.
The redemption which Christ won is for the whole creation.

Accordingly,

only in Christ can the whole creation be reconciled to its Creator.
Since the "powers" belong to the realm of chaos and not cosmos, their
redemption was not contemplated in the reconciliation of alltthings t0
God.

The comparison of these conclusions with those of our second chap-

ter will be discussed in our final chapter.

CHAPTER V
TOWARD A CORRECTIVE TO CONTEMPORARY CHRISTOLOGY
Our intention in the present chapter is to test the conclusions
of the second chapter against those of the third and fourth chapters.
By way of recapitulat ion, in the second chapter we showed that the dangers which plague most modern Christologi es are deeply rooted in the
presupposit ions with which they have been developed.

Our purpose in the

third and fourth chapters was to arrive at a positive statement of the
identity of Jesus Christ and his work of redemption so that we might evaluate the conclusions of our second chapter.
In the first part of the present chapter we will briefly discuss
some concepts such as secularizat ion, humanizatio n, liberation theology,
and indigenizat ion, which govern much of contemporar y theology.

Second-

ly, we will work toward a corrective to the problems which have been
cited so far.

We shall demonstrate that the theme of the cosmic Christ

is not a modern discovery.

It is as old as the New Testament.

We will

also point out that the person and work of Christ do not change although
the life situations of people do change.
What we stated about Christology in the introductor y chapter will
serve as the foundation IDor our deliberatio ns in the present chapter.
That is to say, "Christolog y occupies the pivotal position in any facet
of Christian theology.

In fact, it performs normative functions for the
150
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rest of theology.

Consequently, Christian theology hinges on the proper

understanding of Christology • 111
Contemporary "Christian" Secularity
Under the title

~,,contemporary

Christian secularity 1 we propose

to demonstrate how modern theology has ignored the mandate of keeping
Christ at the center of theological discussions.

We will note that in

recent years the focus of doing theology has shifted from an understanding of God and His acts in Christ for mankind to a desire for building
a more just society for the purpose of providing for people what is
often called a "more fully human" life.
Much of modern theology raises doubts as to how occurrences in
centur~ffis

past could have contemporary validity.

In many instances where

theologians have attempted to identify the Christian faith with particular situations, the truth claims of Christianity seem to have lost their
identity.

Instead of being in the world in accordance with our Lo:rd 1 s

command, theology today faces the danger of being very much part of the
world.

The fact is that contemporary theology operates on the notion

that man is pretty well the master of his own destiny.
Secularization
It was Friedrich Gogarten who first introduced the idea of secularization into Christian theological thinking.
l

Supra, p. l.

He believed that
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secularization was "a necessary and legitimate consequence of the Chris2
tian faith. "
Harvey Cox defines secularization as "the liberation of man from
religious and metaphysical tutelage, the turning of his attention away
from other worlds and towa:rd this one."3

That is to say, it is a pro-

cess by which man, his society and his culture, may be 'liberated' from
their dependence on religion.

Cox maintains that the Christian faith de-

mands such a liberation of Christians from traditional ways of religion.
Acco:rding to Cox, secularization is an attempt to integrate
Christianity into the social, political and cultural aspects of contemporary human life.

He maintains that the process of secularization is

deeply rooted in the biblical faith itself.

Consequently, it arises from

the influence of the church and "other movements which derive from the
Christian faith. "

4

Following Gogarten, Cox attempts to distinguish secularization
from secularism.

According to Cox, secularism is an ideology, a closed

system which operates like a new religion.

Secularization, however, is

a "necessary condition for an authentic relationship between men and
nature.u5

In short, Cooc maintains that secularism destroys the openness

which secularization produces.
2
Friedrich Gogarten, Despair and Hope for Our Time.j' trans. by
Thomas Wieser (Philadelphia: Pilgrim Press, 1970), p. 109.
3Harvey Cox, The Secular Cit
Secularization and Urbanization
in Theological Perspective New York: Macmillan, 1965), p. 17.

4rbid., pp. 18-21

5Ibid • , p. 20 •
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From the above standpoint it may be said that secularizat ion
views Christianit y as a force which must work for a better and more just
society in the world.

It accuses the church of being overly concerned

with other-world liness, and it takes pride in being a truly this-worldl y
expression of faith.

Those who promote secularizat ion avoid any public

mention of God and Jesus Christ: for this would constitute the discussion of a theme which is other-world ly.

As one writer has observed,

"When all is said and done, secularizat ion assumes neither the style nor
6
the method of a biblical theology."
Humanizatio n
We have noted that the motive behind the idea of secularizin g
the Christian message is to make Christianit y lose its religillous character and work with secular ideals.

We must note also that, according to

its advocates, secularizat ion is God's way of working out man's salvation
in a changing world situation.

Foliliowing these guidelines humanizatio n

seeks to find a relation between the gospel of salvation and "the struggle of men everywhere for their humanity."?
The relationshi p between secularizat ion and humanizatio n may be
further illustrated by the fact that both are derived from the works of
theologians such as Karl Barth, Dietrich

8
Bonhoe~fer, and Gerhard Ebeling.

6
Robert 1. Richard, Secularizat ion Theology(New York: Herder &
Herder, 1967), p. 62.
7M. M. Thomas, Salvation and Humanizatio n, Indian Christian
Thought Series No. ll (Madras: CISRS-CLS, 1971), p. 2.
8see P. Van Buren, The Secular Meaning of the Gospel (New York:
Macmillan, 1963.
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In their attempt to see the work of God in the events of world history,
these men have decided that Christian ity shouilid become a world movement
which operates outside and without the framework of religfuon.
Humaniza tion is motivated towards regaining 'true humanity .'
Those who propagate this notion begin their arguments with the theory
that man is subject to several 'dehumani zing' powers.

illhey see man also

as being put into such a situation from which he cannot be freed without outside help.

They maintain that the needed help in this connectio n

comes to man from God through Jesus

Ch~ist

who is the 'new humanity .'

We must note also that the idea of humaniza tion has been develH
oped partly on the assumptio n that Christian ity is a means by which
Western countries dominate the world.

Furthermo re, western Christendo m

is accused of being '¥aternal istic' in its attitude towards the people
of the Third Worldci

It is disappoin ting to note that all these notions

significa ntly influence chiefly those who are engaged in the task of
developin g a Third World theology.
With a view to opposing these so-called paternali stic and impe?
rialistic attitudes , Paulo Freire has suggested for the people of Latin
America a "Pedagogy of the Oppressed ."9

Freire advocates the need to

awaken a critical conscious ness in people, whfu&h, in turn, will make it
possible for them to search for their self-affir mation as responsib le
human beings.

This process he calls "conscien tization."

This ideology

operates on the same assumptio ns of humaniza tion, and motivates the socalled exploited people themselve s to fight against their oppressor s.
9Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed , trans. by M. B. Ramos
(New York: Herder & Herder, 1971).
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Interesting ly enough, following these guidelines, the Second Latin American Episcopal Conference at Medeltfn in 1968 proposed a theology of
conscientiz ation.

The conference felt it necessary to defend the op-

pressed against those who allegedly exploited them.

10

The World Council of Churches maintains that humanizatio n is part
and parcel 0£ what God has done in Christ for mankind.

Consequentl y, the

church must engage in such activities which will eventually lead to the
humanizatio n of all people.

According to the WCC, man participate s with

God in this act of humanizing.

For example, it is stated in the report

on "Renewal and Mission" which was presented to the Council's Uppsala
Assembly in 1968 that
There is a burning relevance today in describing the mission of God,
in which we participate , as the gift of a new creation which is a
men to grow up into
radical renewal of the old and the invitation to 11
their full humanity in the new man, Jesus Christ.
, ]~t is now clear that the above report puts much emphasis on man
and his humanity.

It argues that man is potentially able to work with

God in the process of humanizatio n.

Accordingly , it redefines the mis-

sion of the church as that of "bringing about the occasion for man's
response to Jesus Christ."

12 This statement rejects the notion that ±he

proclamatio n of the gospel of the forgiveness of sins is the primary
mission of the church.

10see The Church in the Present Day Transformat ion of Latin Amer-

ica in the Light of the Council, ed. Louis Colonnese, 2 vols. (Washington D. C.: Latin American Bureau, U. S. Catholic Conference, 1970),2:80- 81.
11

The Uppsala Report 1968 (Geneva; World Council of Churches),

pp. 27-28.

12Ibid • , p. 28 •

In this connection Peter Beyerhaus has observed that "the present ecumenical attempts to redefine the goal of mission in terms of
h~manizing

the social structure reveal a decisive theological deviation

at the very heart of the Christian faith."l3

He rightly points out that

there is no place for humanization as currently taught in Christian theology and Christian mission.
Our protest against the idea of humanization does not mean that
we oppose any attempt on the part of Christians to become involved in
humanitarian enterprises.

To be sure, the history of modern missionary

movements testifies to the fact that the Christian faith has always provided enough incentive to contribute to the welfare of

h~man

society •

. But this attitude must be seen as one which reflects a Christian's
responsible citizenship.

The fact is that the Ghristian community does

not have to exist as a church to be involved in such affairs.
Humanization is not part of the saving event in Christ.
ness is the common possession of all human beings.
h~ve

Human-

Mankind does not

to be involved in any evolutionary process in onder to become fully

h~man.

It is a mistaken notion that the church's endorsement of the

so-called struggle against exploitation and injustice will somehow help
to build a more fully human society.

God's saving act in Christ does not

entail the promise that the present world must be transformed into something better.

On the other hand, it guarantees the believers the assur-

ance of a perfect life in the world to come, even while they-live in this
world.

14

l3Peter Beyerhaus, "Mission and Humanization," International Review of Mission 60 (l97l)sl6.
14
John 6::147; 14: 2; Phil. 3: 12; 2 Tim. l: 12 ; Rev. 21: 4.

We have presented sufficient evidence to show that contemporary
Christianity has broken loose from its commitment tosa biblical basis
for its mission.

Theology today has left the impression that Christianity

is just another agency of good will ready to fight against social and
political injustice.

Consequently, in the name of social praxis, the

proclamation of the good news of God's reconciling act in Christ has
been almost fully left out of the missionary activity of the church.
In fact Bishop Stephen Neill calls our attention to the danger
involved in the recent non-descript use of the term 'mission' and rightly
chooses the term 'witness' to

~J?iliace

it.

For he contends that "if

everything is mission, nothing is mission, and we are baek in the night
in which all cats are gray."l5
form of Christian activity.

On the other hand, witness includes every

At the same time, he explains that the

church is obligated to involve in a mission to all nations.

In this

sense mission "simply takes the New Testament seriously, basing itself
on the affirmation that Christ died for all in order that all men may
die to themselves to live in him in the light of the new covenant that
he has made with them in his death and resurrection."

16

The above comment from Bishop Neill should serve as the antidote
to the present-day theological defection.

We are bound to note that

theology today does not take the New Testament seriously.

Consequently,

as Scharlemann points out, "theology turns out to be a kind of
l5Stephen Neill, Salvation Tomorrow. The Originality of Jesus
Christ and the World's Religions (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1976),
p. 57.

16Ibid.,

p. 59.
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'Christology from below.·!

It is in fact interested :primarily in anthro-

:pology and conceives history to be the :process of the humanization of
1
man." 7

This :point will become increasingly clear as we examine the

theology of liberation.
The Theology of Liberation
The theology of liberation is developed around man and his socio:political and economic situation.

It is concerned :primarily with man's

existence in society at :present and in the future.

It operates on the

assumption that ,.the struggle for a just society is in its own right
very much a :part of salvation history."

18

Unlike the notion of secularization, which is aimed at a worldwide church,

h~manization

people of the Thi:rd World.

and liberation concentrate :particularly on the
In a limited sense the the.olegy. ,of liberation

may be considered to be a reaction to some aspects of missionary activities in the modern era. 19

However, this new thinking only emerged in

theology in recent times, after western colonialism had almost ended.
Consequently, the definition of "liberation" has become more comprehensive.
Acconiing to Rene Laurentin, "r:Prue liberation ought not only to destroy
l7Martin H. Scharlemann, The Ethics of Revolution, Contemporary
Theology Series (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1971), :p. 41.
18
Gustave Gutierrez, A Theology of Liberation, History, Politics and Salvation, trans. by Inda and Eagleson (New York: Orbis Books,
1973), :p. 168.
l9It is true, for example, that theS:panish conquest in America
and the Portuguese conquest in India first made it :possible for Christian
missionaries to enter these countries. Pierre Bigo, The Church and the
Third World Revolution, trans. by J. M. Lyons (New York: Orbis Books,
1977), pp. 272-75.
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oppressive fm-rces and structures, but also to generate viable structures
of freedom, creativity and communication. • • •
alized at all levels:

Liberation must be re-

economic, politica:}..,cultural and human."

20

It is true that the ideas expressed in the above definitions of
liberation are worthy objectives towards which each responsible citizen
must work.

At the same time, we must note that never in the hfustory of

societies;; or nations was there a point at which at least one group of
people was able to achieve these ideals fully.

Any thought of recon-

structing the world for an 'authentic human existence' must begin with
the proper understanding of the situation which lies behind the problem
in today's world, namely, that "man's will is in revolt; only as it is
brought into obedience by the power of the Holy Spirit is there the kind
of radical solution which exhibits what God has in mind for reconstruc-

While dealing with a theology of liberation Gustave Gutierrez
observes that 'sin' is the root of all misery and injustice in this world.
Accordingly, in his opinion, sin is the fundamental obstacle to (God's)
kingdom.

On these two premises he concludes that "the very meaning of

the growth of the kingdom is also the ultimate pre-condition for a just
society and a new man."

22

20 Rene Laurentin, Liberation, Development and Salvation, trans.
by C. V. Quinn (New York: Orbis Books, 1972), p. xiv.

21Martin H .:~Schai'lemann, The Church's Social Res onsibili ties
(St. Louis: Conco:rdia Publishing House, 1971 , p. 1.5.
22Gu t•lerrez, p. 176.
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In this connectio n it is very important to examine the subtle way
in which Gutierrez defines sin.

Acco:rding to him, sin is a

u

social his-

torical fact, the absence of brotherho od and love in relations hips among
men, the breach of friendshi p with God and with other men, and, thereSuch an interpret ation of: sin

fore, an interior personal fracture ... Z3

is intended to justify the position that salvation is liberatio n from
economic maldistri bution and social injustice .

Its purpose is to combine

the notion of a just society on earth with the teaching of the kingdom
of God.
The optimism about building a new and just society on this earth
is at the core of liberatio n theology, which teaches that the most essential task of the church's mission consists in helping people to regain
their humanity.

It does not seem to consider seriously the fact that

man's rebellion against God has brought a curse upon the ground, too
(Gen. 3:l?b; 4:11-14).

After the fall man is destined in a sense to be

a 'fugitive and wanderer' on this earth.

The prophets of liberatio n

theology miss the point when they assume that a more fully human society
will come into being as the consequen ce of man's liberatio n from sin,
understoo d as economic maldisrli.± ibution.
We must reckon with the fact that the cosmic scope of man's sin
in the biblical sense continues to persist.
of creation must face God's judgment.

On account of man's sin all

The enduring nature of sin in the

world indicates that the "religiou s" thrust of salvation must take precedence over its other spheres.
23

Ibid., p. 17 5.

The world as we know it today'is bound
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to disappear.

The growth of the kingdom of God will culminate in the

judgment of the present order of things and not in its improvement.
When we say that the religious aspect of salvation must take precedence over its other aspects, we do not intend to endorse any power
which victimizes or abridges individual and/or national freedom.

Our

point is that the community of believers as such, without any reservations, cannot give its blessings to any kind of revolution.

As Scharle-

mann reminds us, the question before us is not that of the need for new
structures, but for a new method.
call to be the church.

The church cannot forgo its unique

24

In its attempt to abolish injustice and to build a new society,
liberation theology proposes a 'huwanization' of revolution.

In the name

of love and justice its proponents recommend any kind of revolution, ineluding guerilla warfare.

As a case in point, Nester Paz, a seminarian

who died while being involved in a guerilla war in the Bolivian jungle
wrote in his campaign journal:
I want my capacity to love to increase with my ability as a guerilla
• • • that is the only way of qualitatively and quantitatively improving the revolutionary impulse.25
The theology of liberation is, in sum, an attempt to motivate
the church to engage fully in the struggle against social, economic and
pql.~8i~~±

oppression.

It propagates the notion that today the mission

of the church is to lead the fight against power structures in the name
24
Scharlemann, The Church's Social Responsibilitie s, p.

79.

~?,Qu0ted in Choan-Seng Song, Christian Mission in Reconstruction, An Asian Analysis (New York; Orbis Books,

1977), p. 154.
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of love.

It claims that the lack of love among people is the reason for

poverty and injustice in the world.
At this juncture we must note that liberation theology confuses
God's goodness and His grace.

From the day He created the universe God

has established order for all creation.

Accordingly God out of His good-

ness has instituted social and political institution s so that they may
1126 Christians
serve as His instruments to maintain "civil righteousne ss.
must therefore obey these institution s as these are established by God
the Creator.

Even though governments may go wrong the Christian must

submit to them knowing that the sufferings he has to endure under them
are "never more than penultimate in their significanc e.

The ultimates;

of the Gospel are the forgiveness of sins, life and salvation" which are
2
characteris tics of God's kingdom of grace. 7
Against such liberation theology we must note also that the kind
of 'revolution ' which Jesus propagated was that of repentance,

Repen-

tance which leads to conversion is Christ's way of leading people into
his kingdom of grace.

Accordingly , "only through those who become con-

verts are the structures of society affected.

Such new beings know the

extent of change, but they also trust in a God who is constant."

28

The part which the church plays in liberation must be in accordance with the will of its Head, the Lord Jesus Christ.

The church, even

26
The Apology of the Augsburg Confession IV (11), 13 in The Book
of Concord, trans. & Ed. by Theodore A. Tappert (Philadelph ia: Fortress
Press, 19.59), p. 226.
2 7Scharleman n, The Church's Social Responsibi lities, p. 80.
28
Scharlemann , Ethics, p •

.52.

l6J
in its earthly form of existence, with all its failures and weaknesses,
is not just another agency to bring about revolution.

The church is

called, instead, to be involved in a warfare which is much more difficult
than the worst kind of violent action.
fare of faith.
fare

29

Jacques Ellul calls this the war-

According to the apostle Paul the weapons of this war-

are only those of prayer, of the sword of the Spirit which is the

Word of God, of the justice of God, and of that zeal with which the
gospel of peace endows us.
Indigenizat ion
Our discussion of contemporar y Christian secularity so far has
hinged on some recent attempts to identify the church with certain
political situations.

Now we must turn to more difficult issues involved

in the communicati on of the gospel to people from a different cultural
background.

The effort of people of a traditional culture to respond to

the gospel in the language and traditions of their own culture is called
indigenizat ion.
H. Richard Niebuhr defines culture as "'the artifical secondary
environment ' which man superimpose s on the natural.

It comprises lan-

guage, habits, ideas, beliefs, customs, social organizatio n, inherited
artifacts, technical processes and values."JO

In other words, culture

constitutes a people's social heritage which is also known as its ciYilization.
2 9Jacques Ellul, Violence: Reflections from a Christian Perspective (New York: The Seabury Press, 1969), p. 165.
JOH. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: Harper &
Row, 1951), p. J2.
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Consequently, when attempts are made to translate the;_ Christian
message into a different culture, they must be done in such a way that
the message will suit the language, habits, and so forth, of the people
who live in a :particular environment.
poses to do.

This is what indigenization :pro-

That is to say, indigenization is an attempt to make the

church bear the distinctive seal of the assembly of believers in Christ
within a given area.
The question that confronts us then is the extent to which the
Christian Church, without losing its identity, can adapt itself to the
cultural setting of a :particular people.

An indigenous church, by de-

finition, is bound to relate itself relevantly to existing forms of
religious thought and :practices.

This fact is very challenging especial-

ly in the case of the churches in nations such as India where, for the
most :part, culture cannot be separated from some kind of non-Christian
religious beliefs and :practices.

That being the case, we must ask wheth-

er it is at all :possible to change the form of the Christian :proclamation without changing the content of the Christian faith.
The development of any language arises out of the culture from
which it evolves.

It follows that the words which compose a language

represent the cultural, :philosophical and religious milieu from which
they stem.

The greatest difficulty in indigenization, therefore, arises

whenever concepts which already have an established meaning in a given
religion and/or culture are employed to communicate a different meaning.
For example, A. J. A:p:pasamy, a :pioneer of indigenous Christianity
in India has suggested that, as Christianity becomes indigenous to India,
the idea of "God as Mother" would find a significant :place in Indian

Christian thought.

Appasamy, whose father converted to the Christian

faim from a strong Hindu tradition, admits that the idea of God as
'Mother' takes its origin from the ancient conception of the reproductive process which has been personified and worshipped, often with
obscene rites and songs.

In spite of this background, he maintains that

understanding God as 'Mother' "is a beautiful way of thinking of the
tender, devoted and unselfish love of God."3l
Appasamy's ideas first appeared almost forty years ago, in 1942.
At the same time, however, it must be pointed out that the notion about
a 'feminine' nature of God has gained much attention in recent ecumenical discussions on theology.

In fact, Dr. Kiyoko Takeda Cho, one of

the former presidents of the World Council of Churches, emphasizes "the
need for the

e~ement

of the mother image with overtones of love and for-

giveness in the Christian understanding of God."32
Thec:examples we cited above from Appasamy and Cho cause us to
doubt whether even the form of the Christian proclamation can be changed
without any fixed standards.

Apparently the former was trying to relate

the gospel to the people of a particular religious orientation while the
latter was addressing herself to the feminist persuasion of recent origin.
Against Appasamy's viewpoint we must state that it is perhaps
better to avoid the so-called mother image of God altogether especially
3lA. J. Appasamy, The Gospel and India's Heritage (London and
Madras: SFCK, 1942), p. 73.

3~. T. Cho, "Inquiry. into Indigenous Cultural Energies," in
Douglas J. Elwood, ed., Asian Christian Theolo
Emer in Themes
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1980 , p. 63.
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in India since it already has wrong connotations within Hinduism.

Both

Appasamy and Cho are missing a most important part of the Christian faith
when they say that God has to be a mother to show people compassion, forgiveness, and unselfish love.

A quick glance at a concordance to :.the

Bible will prove how the God who has revealed himself through His son
Jesus Christ is loving, forgiving, and merciful, even when He is referred to as Father.
That God the Father is full of compassion, forgiveness and unselfish love is accented by Paul in his letter to the Romans.

He wrote:

While we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the
ungodly. Why, one will hardly die for a righteous man -- though
perhaps for a good man one will dare even to die -- But God shows
his love for us in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for
us. Since, therefore, we are now justified by his blood, :.'much :marre
shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God. For if while we
were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much
more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life. Not
only so, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ,
through whom we have now received our reconciliation (5:6-11 RSV).
One striking characteristic of the Christian message is its simplicity.

In First Corinthians, Paul states that this message is "Christ

and him crucified" (2:2).

Furthermore, according to Paul this message

does not meet the lofty expectations and rationale of either Jews or
Greeks (1:22-23).

Consequently, whatever changes are made in the form

of presenting the gospel must conform to its content.

According to mod-

ern scholarship, the content of the gospel is that
God's promises made to his people in the Old Testament are now fulfilled. The long expected Messiah has come. He is Jesus of Nazareth,
who went about doing good and wrought mighty works by God's power;
was crucified according to the power of God; was raised by God from
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the dead and exalted to his right hand.
judgment.33

He will come again for

A widely quoted text in support of anything that is done in the
name of indigenization is the one in Acts 17:23, a part of the apostle
Paul's address to the Greeks at Areopagus where he mentions the inscription, "To the Unknown God."

It is argued that such "indigenous religious

consciousness" may be considered as "an indigenous wild olive branch to
be grafted to the root."3

4

But the God whom Paul preached is the Maker
Ac-

of Heaven and earth, who does not live in man-made shrines (17:24).

cordingly, it is one thing to maintain some kind of a God-consciousness,
but it!_is quite a different thing to know God through His mighty acts.
Moreover, the 'grafting' about which the apostle Paul talked in Rom. 11:
24 is that of the people who come to faith by breaking away from their
past and not by joining their former beliefs and practices to the Christian faith.
Our appraisal of some attempts toward indigenizing the gospel
shows that there are many difficulties involved in this endeavor.

It

is necessary for a church in a particular area to make itself "at home"
in that cultural context. 3 5 At the same time, this goal must be achieved
under the absolute lordship of Christ over the church.

The church must

33A. M. Hunter, The First E istle of Peter Introduction and
Exegesis in The Interpreters Bible 12 New York: Abingdon Press, 1957),
p. 82. It was C. H. Dodd who first attempted a summary of the kerygma
along these lines. See his The Apostolic Preaching and Its Developments
(New York: Harper & Brothers, 193$).
34K. T. Cho, p. 60.
35R. H. S. Boyd, India and the Latin Captivity of the Church
(London: Cambridge University Press, 1974), p. 17.
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give expressio n to its faith in the Lord Jesus Christ through indigenou s
forms of language, liturgy, chanting, dancing, music and so on.

The

greatest difficult y in these matters, however, arises in situation s where
a culture has intimate connectio ns with some form of religion.
Indigeniz ation of the gospel in a cultural context which is
dominated by other religions , therefore , must be viewed with caution.
For it includes the danger of compromi sing the Christian faith.

The

arguments of Raymond Panikkar, which he developed in his book, The Unknown
Christ of Hindufusm ,offer a case in point.36

Panikkar developed a rather

convincin g thesis that Christ was the fulfillme nt of Hinduism.
In recent years another expressio n called "contextu alization"
has crept into theologic al vocabular y.

Contextu alization includes all

that we discussed so far in the present chapter.

According to its

advocates , it is an attempt to let theology speak in the context of secularizatio n, humaniza tion, liberatio n and indigeniz ation.
Contextu alization operates on the hypothesi s that "a new concept
is needed in theology because a new situation demands it. "37

Its in-

tentions are to let the Christian faith take root in indigenou s soil.
Like many other modern expressio ns of theology, contextu alization has
the blessing of the World Council of Churches and the Theologic al Education Fund.

In the language of the Nairobi Assembly report of the WCC,

the purpose of contextua lization is "to discover dimension s unknown to

6
3 see our evaluatio n of Panikkar 's book, Supra, pp. 35-38.
37D. J. Elwood, Asian Christian Theology

us beforeu in confessing Christ.3 8

In other words, it is an attempt to

restate the Christian faith in terms of the traditions and concepts of
a given context.
Our critique of contextualization is the same as that of indigenization.

The addition of this new word -- which, incidentally, is con-

sidered to be an ugly one by native English speakers -- to theological vocabulary does not make the proclamation of the gospel any easier.
The gospel as it is presented in the New Testament draws our attention
to the fact that sin is the root of all problems in the world.

It also

bears witness to God's way of solving these problems through the cross
and resurrection of His Son.

Consequently, the communication of the

gospel can be simple even in today's world so long as the church remains
a herald of God's act in Christ for mankind.
By way of review, we must state that contemporary Christian
thinking emphasizes the logos aspect of the term "theology," often ignoring the theos aspect.

The task of the theologian is not simply to

find the allegedly similar teachings of Christianity when compared with
other religions.

Nor is it somehow to establish that the Christian faith

is the most highly evolved form of religion.

On the contrary, theology

must be about the business of narrating the mighty acts of God which
have been fulfilled in Jesus Christ as mankind's Messiah.
In conclusion we must note that contemporary theology hesitates
to "claim finality for Jesus Christ" in everything -- to borrow Bishop
Newbigin's expression.

According to the bishop, to claim finality for

38"Confessing Christ Today," (A Plenary Document), in Breaking
Nairobi 1975 (Geneva: WCC, 1976), p. 46.

~~~rier§:
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Christ "is to claim that commitment to him is the way in which men can
become truly aligned to the ultimate end for which all things were
made." 39

Commitment to the absolute Lo:rdship of Christ issues forth

from conversion.

Conversion in this context is "such a turning round

that, in the fellowship of those similarly committed, one is enabled
to act in history in a way that bears witness to and carries forwa:rd
God's real purpose for the creation." 40
The biblical synonym to the wo:rd 'conversion' is repentance
( ~&'r:avo la).

The theme of repentance has been at the heart of the Old

Testament prophecies.

It demanded of man that he turn from his sinful

ways in obedience and faithfulness to God.

In New Testament times John

the Baptist announced that repentance, followed by baptism and faith
in the gospel, was the means for appropriating the kingdom of God.
these ideas in the background,

let~1

With

us turn to the New Testament under-

standing of the expression "kingdom of God."
The Kingdom of God
Discussions~concerning

the kingdom of God have occupied a cen-

tral place in modern Christian theology.

41

through the length and breadth of the Bible.

It is a theme which runs
In fact, it "belongs to

that plan of our heavenly Father which He designed from all eternity as
39Lesslie Newbigin, The Finality of Christ (Richmond, Va: John
Knox Press, 1969), p. 115.
40
4

Ibid., pp. 110-lll.

~or an appraisal of modern discussions on the kingdom of God,
see Norman Perrin, The Kingdom of God in the Teaching of Jesus (London:
SCM Press, 1963).
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our way of salvation."

42

Consequently, "to grasp what is meant by the

kingdom of God is to come very close to the heart of the Bible's gospel
of salvation. " 4 .3
As far as the New Testament is concerned, our Lord was the one
who gave full clarity to the phrase "kingdom of God" ( f3acnA.e (a 'tOO
9eoo ).

44

It was central to his teachings and life on this earth.

Indeed,

his teachings were designed to teach people how difficult it was to enter the kingdom of God (Matt. 5:20; 7:21).
"secrets" ( 'ta !J.tHY'C'rlP 'a

His parables pointed to the

)" about the kingdom of God (Matt. 13:11).

The purpose of his miracles was to show that the kingdom of God had come
upon those who followed him (Matt. 12:28).

Furthermore, he taught his

disciples to pray for the coming of this kingdom (Matt. 6:10; Luke 18:7).
He exhorted them to be alert for the consummation of the kingdom (Matt.
24:44; Luke 12:35-37).

But he also made it clear to the people that by

themselves and with only their resources they could neither hasten nor
delay the coming of God's kingdom ( 1v1ark 4: 26-29) •
Now we must ask the question, "What does the term 'kingdom of
God' mean?"

Modern scholarship has attempted to answer this question in

many different ways.

People like Adolf Harnack argued that the kingdom

of God is "God himself in his power."

That is to say, it is an inward

42

Martin H. Scharlemann, Proclaiming the Parables (Concordia
Publishing House, 1963), p. 31.
4

3John Bright, The Kingdom of God: The Biblical Concept and Its
Meaning for the Church (New York: .Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1958), p. 7.
44
For the Old Testament and Rabbinic background of the concept,
see Rudolf Schnackenburg, God's Rule and Kingdom, 2nd ed. (New York:
Herder & Herder, 1968), pp. l-76.
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4
power which lays hold of the individual soul by coming into it. 5

Harnack

understood the idea of the kingdom as limited to the religious realm of
life.
Others like Albert Schweitzer have maintained that the kingdom
of God is an altogether future and supernatural happening which will occur at the end of history.

In his opinion Jesus kept as a secret from

his contemporaries the fact that he was the Messiah, even though he knew
that he was the one who would be revealed as the Messiah at the coming
of the kingdom in the future.

In other words, according to Schweitzer,

Jesus was preparing the people for the coming of the kingdom, expecting
it to break in during his lifetime.

46

C. H. Dodd came to the conclusion that the kingdom of God had
come in the person of Jesus of Nazareth.

In his

vi~wpoint

the mystery

of the kingdom of God is "not only that the 'eschaton' is now a matter
of actual experience, but that it is experienced in the paradoxical form
4
of the suffering and death of God's representative." 7

Consequently,

those who reject Jesus reject also the kingdom of God.
In recent years a secular interpretation has been given to the
concept of the kingdom.

It views the teachings about the kingdom as

outlining an ideal pattern for human society.

Its proponents think that

4

5Adolf Harnack, What is Christianity?, trans. by T. B. Saunders
(New York: Harper & Row, 1957), p. 56.
46
Albert Schweitzer, The Kingdom of God and Primitive Christianity, trans. by L. A. Garrard (New York: Seabury Press, 19$8), pp. 102-107.
4

7c. H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom, Rev. ed. (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1961), p. 59.
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the New Testament provides the basis for such an interpretation.

They

maintain that the kingdom of God is a classless society, a new social
order which will eventually help solve all economic and social inequities.
We have referred to some of these tendencies in the first part of the
present chapter.
Now we must focus our attention on the New Testament meaning of
the kingdom of God.
'kingdom~'

The Greek term

~acrl~efa

is usually translated

But it is a widely accepted position that when the phrase,

~acrt~era ~ou

eeoo(

~rev

oupavoov

) occurs in the New Testament it

must be interpreted against the Aramaic understanding of the word
malkuth.

Malkuth as an amtract noun means "kingship," "kingly rule,"

"reign" or "sovereignty."

Accordingly, the expression the 'malkuth of

God' connotes the fact that God reigns as king.

48

Thus it is proper

to say that the kingdom of God indicates God's kingship and His kingly
rule.

In this sense the kingdom of God means His rule of grace.

(see

also Ps. 145:11, 13).
The word kingdom also means the "authority" or the "right to

rule,"

4
G. E. Ladd makes this point, basing his case on Luke 19:11-12. 9

There it is stated that Jesus was talking to his disciples who supposed
that the kingdom of God was to appear immediately.

Jesus told them the

parable of a nobleman who went into a far country to receive a
and then return.

~acrl~&Cav

Ladd explains that the nobleman went away not to get

an area over which to rule, but to get the needed authority to:,_rule, just
48

Ibid., p. 45.

4 9George Eldon Ladd, The Gospel of the Kingdom (Grand Rapids:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1959), pp. 20-21.
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as Herold the Great had to go to the Roman Senate to be made king of
Judaea.

But as we noted earlier, when the New Testament speaks of

the kingdom of God, it refers to God's rule of grace.
Against this background it is possible to list some of the distinguishing features of the kingdom of God.

.fi'or that purpose let us

note the observations made by Dr. Scharlemann in his book, Proclaiming
50
the Parables.

The salient poiints acr:e the.following:

According to Scharlemann, grace is the first characteristic of
the kingdom of God.

The word ~od's] grace-is used here to emphasize

the fact that man can contribute absolutely nothing to the coming of the
kingdom.

God's kingdom is a manifestation of His undeserved favor.

Ac-

cordingly, man can neither hinder nor help its arrival.
Secondly, the kingdom of God indicates that God has chosen to
dwell with His people in mercy and forgiveness.

In other words, it is

a realm into which the people of God may enter purely because of God's
own choice.

God, for example, redeemed the people of Israel from the

slavery of Egypt, and on that account made them the people of His presence.

In the same manner God, through Christ's work of redemptionJhas

created the community of believers which may be called the new Israel.
Thirdly, on the basis of the above it may be said that the kingdom of God is a community set apart to do God's will.
it is also given the name "kingdom of priests."

For that purpose

It follows that the

community is built on a special relationship between itself and God as
well as among its members.
50Scharlemann, Proclaiming the Parables, pp.

34-36.
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Finally, the unique relationship which exists between God and
this community is called a "covenant relationship."
members of this community are a covenant people.

Consequently the

The word covenant

( J1, ~"f) stands for 'unilateral action' on God's part.

In sum, the

kingdom of God may be understood as the realm of grace in'which people
who, out of God's undeserved favor, have been called into a covenant
relationship to live in His presence.
At this point we must examine the apostle Paul's view of the
kingdom of God.

The apostle refers to this concept approximately ten

times in his epistles.

In some of these instances he indicates that the

unrighteous will not inherit the;·kingdom.5l

Other references speak about

2
those who will come into the kingdom of God and why they will enter it.5
In two places Paul comes close to providing a definition of the kingdom
as he says that "the kingdom of God is not mood and drink, but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit" (Rom. 14:17); and that
"the kingdom of God does not consist in talk, but in power':" ( l Cor. 4:20) .
According to Paul illhe kingdom of God comes through the death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ.53

That through the death of Jesus God

manifested His righteousness and condemned sin is a
thought in Paul (Rom. 3:25; 8:3).

wel1~established·

In this connection Dodd points out

that the manifestation of righteousness of God and His judgment upon sin
5ll Cor. 6:9-11;

~5:50; Gal. 5:21; Eph. 5:5.

2
5 1 Cor. 6:11; Col. 1:13; l Thess. 2:12; 2 Tehss. 1:5; 2 Tim. 4:
l, 8.
53Schweitzer, p. 157.
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are essential elements in the idea of the kingdom of God.54

Since in

baptism the believers share in the death and resurrection )of

Jesusr~ChJt.ist,

they also inherit the>Jtingdom.
In the epistle to the Colossians, the apostle speaks about the
kingdom of God's "Beloved Son," that is, the kingdom of Jesus Christ
(1:13).

Only the context can help us determine the meaning of this

phrase, since this way of speaking is not common in the New Testament.
In the present context Paul contrasts the kingdom of Christ to the
minion of darkness.'

'do~

He explains that the believers have been transferred

from the dominion of darkness to the kingdom of God's beloved Son since
they have been redeemed in Christ and their sins have been forgiven
(1:14).

In this sense the kingdom of the Son is synonymous to the king-

dom of God.
What we have discussed so far pertains to God's kingdom of grace.
Now we must note that God's kingdom of grace is different from His kingdom of power.

The latter concept may be called "divine providence which

means that God actually preserves and governs all individual creatures
through His omnipresence and omnipotence.".55

That is to say, the God who

created the universe continues to preserve it and sustain it.
The apostle Paul wrote to the Colossians that "all things cohere
in Christ" (Col. 1:17).

This statement means that no form of existence

is possible without Christ.

Accordingly, secular institutions such as

government also are under the lordship of Christ.
54Dodd, p.

In other words, God

58.

5~rancis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, 4 Vols. (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1950), I:48J.
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through Christ exercises His power over our secular life also.

However,

the secular kingdoms do not stand under the Lordship of Christ in the
same way in which the kin§dom of grace does.5

6

The kingdom of God's power is a continuation of the divine order
of creation.
this world.

This kingdom is set for the conduct of an

orderly life in

Accordingly, God may use non-believers as His servants to

execute His rule of power.

Paul advises us that we must obey them for

the sake of our conscience as well as to avoid God's wrath.

Since they

serve God's purpose in the secular realm the apostle calls those in authority "the ministers of God" (Rom. 13:4, 5).

The kingdom of grace, on

the other hand, operates on God's work of redemption, and only the believers enter it.
Our discussion on the kingdom of God has shown that it can not
be understood as a territory or a geographical entity.
fers to God's rule of grace.

Rather, it re-

Consequently, it is intimately connected

with God's undeserved love which He expressed in His Son Jesus Christ.
Christ is God's agent in establishing this kingdom of grace.

The church

as the body of Christ is the locale of God's rule of grace at work in
word and sacrament.

Furthermore, it is in the church as the visible

expression of the community of believers that God's grace and His relationship;:wifuh 1:Nfus,people are experienced by the means of grace.

On

that basis we shall try to analyze the concept of the community of believers.

6
5 Eaul Althaus, The Ethics of Martin Luther, trans. by R. C.
Schultz (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972), p. 79.
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The Community of Believers
In the fourth chapter we outlined the essential nature and function of the church.5 7

There we stated that the church, as the community

of believers, is called to

dee~are

work of redemption in Christ.

to all the world the message of God's

Now we must examine the significance of

the community of believers in the context of recent trends in theology.
Little needs to be said to substantiate the fact that the philosophy of Karl Marx has influenced much of contemporary theology.

Marx

viewed all religious movements as being of no avail for solving the
miseries in the world.
people."

He considered religion to be the "opiate of the

It is unfortunate to note that in the opinion of many theo-

logians Christianity is the means by which to bring about the Marxist
utopia of a classless society.
Marxism claims to have obtained its revolutionary ideas from the
book of Acts.

Friedrich Engels, a collaborator of Marx, found all the

ingredients of the socialist movement in the early Christian community.
According to Engels, "the history of early Christianity has notable points
of resemblance with the modern working class movement."5S

He maintained

that Christianity was the form in which socialism was possible.

He

reached the conclusion that both Christianity and socialism were originally a movement of the oppressed people, that both preach forthcoming
salvation from bondage and misery, that both are "persecuted,
57supra, pp. 135-47.
5SF. Engels, "On the History of Early Christianity," in Marx and
Engels on Religion (Moscow: Foreign Language Publishing House, 1957),
p. 313.
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discriminated and despised," and that both "forge victoriously, irresistably ahead." 59
Now it must be clear whY- contemporary theology makes use of
Marxist ideology as a major source of its formulations.

For Marxism

is intent on awakening among the people an ethos to establish a classless society in which all people share the same economic.:Jand political
status.

Unlike Marxism, the kingdom of God about which the New Testament

speaks does not anticipate such a utopia.

On the contrary, the yardstick
This

of the kingdom is the relationship between God and His creation.

relationship again is a gift from God which in His gracious will extends
to the world through His Son Jesus Christ.
Once we agree that the grace of God is His undeserved favor toward mankind we will be able to understand the nature of the community
of believers.

An appreciation of God's grace as manifested in Christ

must also help us to realize that it is not part of God's plan to trans7
form the present world as it is into His kingdom.

This is precisely

where Christian theology must differ from all secular ideologies.

60

We shall illustrate this point the following way.
First we must acknowledge the fact that, according to the New
Testament, the primary task of the church is to declare to the world the
message of salvation which God achieved through Jesus Christ.
in accordance with our Lord's command (Matt. 28:18-20; 24:14).

This is
Further,

this has been the fundamental objective for which the early Christians

59fbid'~'J'
60

pp. JlJ-4J.

Supra, 153-57.

180
came together as an assembly of believers.

This Christian message of

salvation has been at the center of the apostolic preaching.

We need

only to observe the zeal with which the apostle Eaul took the proclamation of the gospel as a privilege when he says that he became all things
to all men that he might "by all means save some" (l Cor. 9:22).
Secondly, we must emphasize the fact that the word "mission,"
as it is used in contemporary theology, is not a New Testament term.
Rather the New Testament speaks about the church's responsibility to
witness (

~p~peiv

) and to evangelize (

euayyeA.(tscrSal

).

The

witnessing and evangelizing activity of the church is "a direct continuation of the proclamation of Jesus."

61

In this sense the content of

Christian proclamation is not empty jargon but the powerful word of God
which accomplishes what it says.

62

Therefore, the activities of the

community of believers must contribute to the effective witnessing of
the woni.
As the third point, we must state that the community of believers
must design its task with the proper understanding of the biblical teaching on eschatology.

The strength of this community, therefore, lies in

the bold confession of the resurrection from the dead and the life
everlasting.

Consequently, building a "new humanity" with a view to

establishing a just society on earth is not the real concern of the community of believers.

The church in its earthly form of existence is .not

free from the struggles against inequalities and injustice.

61
62

Gerhard Friedrich, " eoayyeA.tov

, II TDNT 2:278.

Rom. 1:1; 15:16; l Cor. 11:7; l Thess. 2:2; 8:9.

WhiJ.:e-~.the
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Christian community itself suffers from such weaknesses, it cannot
maintain the notion that a new order of things on this earth will have
any lasting value.
Finally we must note that the church exists in the world as a
corporate entity for the specific purpose of confession, worship, proclamation and welfare (

5 Ul'XOV (a ) .

This is how the community of be-

lievers can show that the kingdom of God is in their midst (Luke 17:21).
The dawning of the kingdom is not a time for social upheaval but of repentance and conversion.

Turning in faith to the Lord of the universe

and of the church is the way to restore the broken relationshi p between
God and man.

The return of man to God and the restoration of a peace-

ful relationshi p between them are the purpose of Christ's coming to the
world as God incarnate.
Christ Is All and In All
The goal we set for the present study has been to work toward a
corrective to the problem3 in some recent interpretat ions of Christ's
person and work.

Our analyses of these issues have shown that theology

today operates from a wrong starting point.

In other words, it develops

its arguments from current ideologies and then attempts to find Scripture portions which might seemingly support such points of view.
While dealing with some of these recent speculative thoughts at
some length we have suggested that Christian theology must be about the
business of narrating the mighty acts of God which have been fulfilled
in mankind's Messiah, Jesus Christ.

We have pointed out that the notion

of a classless society is no counterpart to the

biblical~concept

of the
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Now we must examine how

kingdom of God and the community of believers.

our findings will provide a proper understanding of Christ.
We have already noted that, according to Paul, Christ and the
community of believers have between them a head-body relationship (Col.
1:18). 63
(

In First Gorinthians Paul writes that Christ is the foundation

9&~SALOV

) of the church (3:11).

Both these instances indicate that

there can be no Christ without the church.

Such is the intimate and vi-

tal connection between Christ and Christian community.
Generally speaking, a superstructure will suggest the quality of
the foundation on which it is built.

Accordingly when an edifice appears

in distorted condition, the status of its foundation
questioned.

m~t

be seriously

We have already referred to several trends in contemporary

Christian secularity which are potentially dangerous to the truth claims
of the Christian faith.

Hence the basis of such tendencies which jeopar-

dize the faith must be scrutinized and corrected.
We have two major arguments against the Christology of today's
secularized version of theology.

The first is

specif~cally

tendency to find the Christ-Principle in all religillons.

against the

Our second dis-

agreement concerns the growing consensus within theological circles to
wrongly interpret the meaning of salvation.

It is our view that both of

these trends in contemporary theology are the consequences of an inadequate appreciation of the incarnation of Christ.
In passing we must note that the wrong interpretations of Christ's
person and work are the result partly of the recent argument that the
6
3supra, pp. 101-102.
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Bible is just another document in the history of religions.

Furthermore,

theologians like Karl Barth have stated that "it is when we look at
Jesus Christ that we know decisively that God's deity does not exelude,

64
but includes His humanity," and that "God does not exist without man."
Such undue emphasis on humanity has led to the perversion of Christianity
into a humanistic syncretism.
The tendency to find Christ in all religions is advanced largely
by those who are in some way engaged in the study of comparative religion.

They operate on the notion that religions are the attempt on man!s

part to search for the absolutes.

Accordingly they propagate the view

that potentially all religions lead men to eternal salvation.

Thus they

accuse traditional Christianity of being particularistic in claiming that
salvation is found in Jesus Christ alone.
The greatest danger we see in theology today is that of the failure to distinguish between God's revelation and His act of salvation.
A statement from Paul Tillich may be cited as a case in point.

According

to Tillich, man
is given a revelation, a particular kind of experience which always
implies saying powers~ One never can separate revelation and salvation. There are revealing and savigg powers in all religions.
God has not left himself unwitnessed. )
We must go back to Tillich's statement that "one can never separate revelation from salvation."

In this connection it is appropriate to

remember his view that the truth Christianity seeks to expound is also

64Karl Barth, The Humanity of God (Richmond, Va: John Knox Press,
1960), pp. 49-50.
65Paul Tillich, The Future of Religions (New York: Harper & Row,
1966), p. 81.
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present in other religions.

According to Tillich, "the question of sal-

vation can be asked only if salvation is already at work, no matter how
fragmentarily."

66 Obviously the distinction between God's general re-

velation and His once-and-for-all act of redemption in Christ is not one
of hts major concerns.

In our second chapter we have examined a similar

proposition from Tillich that "Jjesus

is the Christ for us, namely, for

those who participate in the historical continuum which he determines in
its meaning. " 67
There is

perh~ps

only one reason for such failure to distinguish

between God's general revelation and the unique incarnation in Jesus
Christ.

That is, human nature does not want to acknowledge the fact that

man is a sinner.

As long as this attitude prevails it is simply not

possible to believe and understand the New Testament witness to Jesus
Christ.

We do not need to expound the reality that general revelation

in the Biblical sense is that act of the Divine by which He exhibits
His goodness to all of creation.

Neither should we debate the point

that mankind may become aware of God's goodness apart from the knowledge
df Jesus Christ offered in the church.

However, the grace of God which leads to eternal life is distinct
from His goodness.
Christ.

It is a grace which forgives sins for the sake of

This grace we described earlier as characteristic of the:kibg-

dom of God.

The embodiment of God's grace is Christ, and in this sense

Jesus is the embodiment of the kingdom of God.

68 Accordingly we have

66Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology, 3 Vols. (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1957),2:80.

67Supra, p. 25.
68Scharlemann, Proclaiming the Parables, p. 35.
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no right whatsoever to dimin:hsh:the crucially important role of Jesus
Christ in the divine economy of salvation.
This is where we are able to see the distinction between revelation and salvation.
a "special

Salvation in the New Testament sense may be called

revelation'~'

That is why the

which has universal application.

church has been commissioned by its Lord to proclaim the gospel to all
the world.

As the apostle Paul defines it

the gospel

of Jesus Christ

is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew
and also to the Greek

(Romans

1:16). Faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and

Savior is the only way to God's kingdom.
The second issue we must refute is the notion that God's act of
salvation is co-existensive with world history.

This ideology operates

on the assumption that salvation for the whole world is progressively
revealed and man cooperates with God for its fulfillment.

This position

is characteristic particularly of those who interpret the concept of the
kingdom of God in a secular way.

Accordingly, they apply to Christ new

names such as "the man for others," "the New Humanity" and 'the Libera tor."
Those who view Christ in these ways interpret also wrongly sin
and its impact on creation.

In fact they define sin to be "exploita-

tion," economic inequalities and social injustice.

Accordingly, they

understand salvation as humanization, freedom, equality of all people
and justice in the present world.

They fail to acknowledge that man's

sin has caused the breaking of his relationship with his creator.
The New Testament does not describe Jesus as the New Man and the
bringer of the New Humanity.

Rather, in the sacred writings we meet

the pre-existent Son of God. who,

th~ough

his cross and resurrection,
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achieved true freedom for us, freedom from sin and its consequences.
Christ has redeemed humanity from eternal damnation.
appropriated

This redemption is

to the individual by baptism.as he is brought to faith in

Jesus Christ.

He must always be mindful of the fact that it is God

who saves man.
God's message to the people of the world is Christ.

The task of

the theologian in every age, therefore, is to proclaim "Christ and him
crucified."

We must either acknowledge him as the "Lamb of God which

takes away the sin of the world," or reject him and subject ourselves to
God's condemnation.

To those who acknowledge him as the Son of God he

promises a share in his kingdom.
believers in the world.

They are kept as the community of

As his church they are preserved from becoming

something of the world just as their Lord is not of the world.
Summary
In this chapter we have attempted to highlight some ideologies
which govern much of contemporary theology.

For that purpose we have

pointed out some areas where attempts have been made to accommodate
secular ideologies to biblical propositions.

We have indicated that the

greatest danger in modern theology lies in its attempt to update the
message of the Bible to suit the present world situation.

We have

argued that while people's situation in life changes, the basic issue
which mankind must confront does not change.

We stated that the broken

relationship between man and his Creator is the cause of disorder, unrest
and injustice in today's world.

The solution to this problem, there-

fore, lies in the restoration of that relationship.
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We have concluded the present chapter by stating that the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus Christ is the only way to solve human
miseries.

Unending discussions about 'love,' 'liberation ,' and 'new

humanity' do not help improve the world situation.

What the world needs

most is the repeated assurance that God is in control of the universe
and that He has already worked out His plan of salvation in His Son Jesus
Christ.

The community of believers live in anticipatio n of experiencin g

fully the life of salvation.

The total manifestati on of such life will

be realized at the Second Coming of Jesus Christ.

Only believers can

look forward to the coming again of Christ, since they alone::,accep t the
fact that God has reconciled the world to Himself in Jesus Christ.

CHAPrER VI
CONCLUSION
The purpose of our study was to provide a Scriptural answer to
some of the questions raised in contemporar y Christian theology.

We

focused our attention on a few issues relating to modern interpretat ions
of Christ's person and work.

In order to evaluate these recent attempts

at reconstruct ing Christology we studied one specific text from the New
Testament, namely, Colossians 1:15-20.
We have wmrked with the conviction that when the source and norm
of theology change, the content of theological conclusions also changes.
We have noted that a radical change in methodology has been the reason
for many a struggle in theology today.

We reached the conclusion that

the clear and basic truth of the Christian Gospel is obscured and potentially destroyed in recent attempts to interpret Christ's person and
work to suit the categories of different religions, cultures and politics.
Our survey of some issues in contemporar y Christology has helped
to highlight some serious misconcepti ons in theoiliogy today.

We have

seen that in the modern era not only the redemptive significanc e of
of Christ's work for the whole world but also his very person have come
under attack.

Theologians have taken the liberty to deny the identity

of Jesus of Nazareth as God's Messiah.

Many of them have interpreted

him as a spiritual power or principle which is present in every man's
conscience or in some cosmic or even social process.
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Another problem we have confronted is the so-called "Christology
from below," in which man and his situation in life are the criteria on
the basis of which theological statements are made.

Consequently, it

is said that what the world today needs the most is a "functional ChrisThe proponents of this kind of thinking maintain that the only

tology."

real task of the church is to become involved in the fight against class
Their motto

and race hatreds as well as social and political oppression.

is to help establish an equal and just social order among peoples and
nations.
Against this background we have attempted in the third and fourth
chapters an exegetical analysis and synthesis of the great Christological
hymn in the apostle Paul's letter to the Colossians (1:15-20).

Our in-

tent was to analyze in depth the apostle's teaching on Christ's person
and work.

With a view to appreciating the profound nature of Pauline

Christology we have investigated also the historical context of Colossians
and the theolog\ici:a.l. _issues to-·-whioh the,_lett:er was original:ly addressed.
Our analysis of the key phrases in the Christological hymn of
Colossians has produced two results.

First, we showed that the apostle

madeuse of these phrases to emphasize Christ's lordship over the entire
universe.

Christ, according to Paul, is the agent of God's creation.

Accordingly, there is no life nor existence without Christ.

Christ is

both the source and the goal of everything that has been created.

The

whole creation also coheres in Christ.
Secondly, we have seen that Christ has an even greater role in
God's act of redemption.
cross and resurrection.

Christ achieved this redemptfuon through his
Our study has shown that this unique act of God
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in Christ is better understood in terms of reconciliation, or a restitution by re-creation into the previous order of things.
Reconciliation implies reestablishing a working relationship between two parties.
man's sin.

The relationship between God and man was broken by

Sin brought God's curse on all of creation.

Through the

cross Christ has paid the penalty for such sin.

In this way, the rela-

tionship between God and man has been restored.

Thisr,new relationship

is appropriated to the individual by baptism as he is grought into faith
in Jesus Christ.
The church exists as the community of people who have by grace
through faith been reconciled to God through Christ.

She is the visible

expression of God's new creation, because her members have been reborn
by baptism into Christ's death and resurrection.
lievers share a life in Christ.

In this community be-

It is in the church that the Word of

God is proclaimed and the sacraments administered.

The members of the

community grow together in the grace of God and the forgiveness of their
sins and in love and service to each other.
The church exists also as a community set apart to proclaim to
all the world the good news of God's redemption in Christ.
the church occupies a unique position in God's creation.

In this way
The church is

the 'bddy <l.if:Christ. As such it is the place in which the great mystery
of God's salvation is revealed and exhibited.

Moreover, this community

is entrusted with the authority to forgive sins.
In our study we also dealt with the concept of the cosmic powers.
We have concluded that these are real powers and must therefore be resisted.

We noted that they belong to the realm of chaos and not of
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cosmos.

The redemption of these powers was not contemplated in God's

act of reconciliation.
them of their power.

Rather, through fuis cross, Christ has stripped
Accordingly, their domination in its fullness over

creation has been brought to an end.
We have developed the theme of the cosmic Christ from the fact
that Christ is Lord of both creation and the church.

On that basis we

have stated that the theme of the cosmic Christ is as old as the New
Testament.

The New '':l?estament illustrates that the cosmic scope of

Christ's person and work cannot be separated from the historical person
of the Jesus of Nazareth.

Furthermore, the person and work of Christ

do not change although the life situations of people change.
In sharp contrast to the above conclusions, much of contemporary
theology assumes the possibility of building a utopia on earth in the
name of the kingdom of God.

We concluded that theology today does not;

take seriously the incarnation of Jesus Christ.

It does not want to

emphasize the finality of Christ in everything.

Contemporary interpre-

tations of Christ picture him as a revolutionary of his time who worked
against the power structures of that day, both religious and political.
Furthermore, we pointed out that contemporary theology does not
fully consider the fact that man is a sinner.

Whenever it refers to the

idea of sin, it speaks about exploitation in terms of both economic and
social injustice.

Accordingly, its concept of salvation is different.

It concludes that the role of the church is to seek radical changes in
society.

Contemporary theology thus motivates the church to become yet

another agent in the so-called struggle against socio-economic and
political problems in the world, its task being to sensitize and conscientize the poor.
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It is our position that the Christian church today is engaged
in a fight for its very existence.

This struggle must continue as long

as factions within the church disclaim the supremacy of Christ in everything.

The church must be constantly reminded of the fact that it

s:ti.tutes the body of Christ on earth.

con~

Its mission in the world is pri-

marily that of bringing others to that knowledge of Christ which alone
leads to salvation.

Any activity in which the church engages must be

tested invariably against the will of its head.
In conclusion, we must state that the church is the locale where
the powers of the kingdom are at work.
absolute Lordship of Christ.
tionship with God.

It exists in every age under the

This community grows in a unique rela-

Through the means of grace the;:':; Spirit leads the

community of believers to its appointed goal.

Until the parousia the

church will continue to exist in the world as a corporate entity for
the specific purpose of confession, worship, proclamation and welfare.
This is how the community of believers shows that the powers of the
kingdom of God are at work in its midst.
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